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4. 
Grafters not shirkers: reserved men at work 
 
The days at school are in the past 
A time to work is here at last 
For good or bad, I'll wait and see 
What the world of men will mean to me . . .  
 
An office boy I then became, 
I found it clean but very tame. 
Marking the cards and making tea, 
This is not the job for me. 
 
A boy welder, that soon passed, 
Apprentice fitter, a trade at last. 
Construct, design, repair worn tools, 
To work with brass, steel and rule. 
 
The years roll by, we are now at war, 
We work as ZH¶ve never worked before. 
Blackouts, rationing, the occasional bomb, 
We are sick and tired, but carry on . . .  
 
Women also work in this man¶s domain 
To help the war effort, they explain. 
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They swear and smoke and toil like men, 
This place will never be the same again.1 
 
Ron Spedding, who started in a railway wagon works in Durham in 1940 aged sixteen and 
then remained there for the next forty two years, evokes in his poem what war work meant 
to him. It speaks of the construction of masculinity in working class jobs and of male 
LGHQWLWLHV LQZDUWLPH:RUNLQJFODVVPDVFXOLQLW\RR]HVIURPWKH OLQHV LQ WKLV µKDUGJUDIW¶
QDUUDWLYH DV KH UHIHUV WR µWDPH¶ RIILFH MREV WKH WUDQVIRUPDWLYH LPSDFW RI ZDU WKH
trespassing RIZRPHQLQWRµWKLVPDQ¶VGRPDLQ¶DQGWKHKHLghtened intensity of war work. 
Spedding tried, unsuccessfully, to enlist with the RAF, like some of our interviewees as we 
saw in chapter three+HUHFROOHFWHGµIHHOLQJSHHYHGDQGDOVRDOLWWOHJXLOW\ZKHQVRPHRI
my friends joyously told me they had been UHOHDVHGDQGZHUHRIIWR MRLQWKH$LU)RUFH¶2 
Yet the Second World War afforded Spedding, and other men who were compelled to 
remain on the home front, opportunities and rewards, as well as restrictions and penalties. 
Strikingly, the impact that these changes had on civilian men has not, to date, been studied. 
This and the following chapter seek to fill this lacuna utilising a range of sources including 
personal testimonies, both oral interviews and autobiographies like Spedding¶V, in order to 
uncover the lived experience of men working on the home front. A range of discourses are 
evident within these personal accountsIURPµIUXVWUDWHGFRPEDWDQWV¶WRWKRVHFRPIRUWDEOH
ZLWK WKHLUZDUWLPHPDVFXOLQLWLHV IURPKHURLF µJUDIW¶DQG µVDFULILFH¶QDUUDWLYHV WKURXJK WR
activist narratives which eschew the dominant discourses associated with the µblitz spirit¶. 
Together, they reveal that the impact of the war on male workers¶ identities was complex 
and sometimes contradictory. 
 
Masculinities at work before the Second World War 
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Understanding the mutation of conventional gender identities during the Second World 
War requires awareness of working class culture and lived experience in the inter-war 
period. Early twentieth-century masculinity was intimately connected to employment as 
this provided the resources for fulfilment of the provider/protector role as well as a sense 
of self-worth and esteem, the intrinsic rewards of purposeful labour. This economic role 
was, historically, WKH EDVLV RI PHQ¶V VXSHULRULW\ RYHU ZRPHQ %HIRUH WKH 6HFRQG :RUOG
War, manual work was saturated with social value. In his autobiography published in 1935, 
Glaswegian David Kirkwood asserted that working men had a deeply competitive work 
FXOWXUH ZHUH DOZD\V µVFUDPEOLQJ IRU RYHUWLPH¶ DQG µOLYHG WKHLU OLYHV LQ WKHLU ZRUN¶3  
Manliness was forged in a strong work ethic that existed in middle and working class 
occupations and a powerful commitment to the breadwinner role. Working class 
masculinity, as anthropologist Daniel Wight has asserted, was incubated in hard graft and 
big earnings.4 Bert Coombes, a South Wales coal miner in the 1930s, commented that 
µPHQZKRGo not do their share are treated with contempt . . . by their fellow workmen who 
DUHXVXDOO\WRRUHDG\WRSRXURXWWKHLUVZHDWDQGWKHLUEORRG¶5 There was a moral economy 
to labour. London cabinet-PDNHU 0D[ &RKHQ UHIOHFWHG µ7KH QRWLRQ LV GLQQHG LQWR \RX
IURPER\KRRGWKDWKHZKRFDQVZHDWLVJRRGQREOHPRUDODQGKHZKRFDQ¶WIRUZKDWHYHU
reason) is bad, ignoble and immoral.¶6 Across industrialised economies, work was 
FRQVLGHUHG RQH RI WKH PDLQ µDQFKRUDJHV¶ RI PDOH LGHQWLW\7 The nineteenth-century 
ERXUJHRLV LGHRORJ\RIµVHSDUDWHVSKHUHV¶ZKLFKORFDWHGPHQLQWKHSXEOLFZRUOGRIZRUN
and placed women in the domestic arena, continued to hold a powerful influence. 
According to the 1931 Census, a period in which high levels of joblessness were 
witnessed, over eighty per cent of adult men were in full-time paid employment, in 
comparison to less than twenty per cent of married women.8  
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Segregation in work was not immutable and male gender identities in reality were 
IOXLG UDQJLQJ DFURVV D VSHFWUXP IURP D µURXJK¶ µKDUG PDQ¶ VW\OH RI PDQOLQHVV WR PRUH
µrespectable¶ masculinities; from dominant (heterosexual) to marginalised (homosexual) 
forms.9 The significance of place, occupation and social class in the inter-war period are 
crucial to an understanding of gender identity and wartime transformations. There were 
marked differences in experience between the so-FDOOHG µdepressed aUHDV¶10 of northern 
England, west of Scotland and south Wales on the one hand, and London, the south and the 
Midlands where job opportunities were growing, on the other. Although provider 
masculinity was culturally dominant within traditional working class communities 
everywhere before the Second World War LQ WKH QRUWKHUQ KHDY\ LQGXVWULHV µKDUG PDQ¶
PRGHV RI PDVFXOLQLW\ SUHYDLOHG ZKHUHDV LQ WKH VRXWK µVRIWHU¶ IRUPV RI µWHPSHUDWH
PDVFXOLQLW\¶ZHUHJHVWDWLQJ LQ FRPPXQLWLHVGRPLQDWHGE\ WKHQHZ OLJKW HQJLQHHULQJDQG
consumer goods factories.11 Apart from the very worst years of the Depression in 1931-2 
µEUHDGZLQQHU¶ PDVFXOLQLW\ ZDV PXFK OHVV XQGHU DVVDXOW LQ places like the fast-growing 
industrial belt around the North Circular in London and in the µVXQULVH¶ OLJKW
manufacturing industries of the Midlands.  
Male identities were nurtured in the tough street culture of the neighbourhood, in 
pubs and male-dominated spectator sports like football and were then forged in arduous, 
dirty, dangerous and all-consuming manual labour in mines, factories, farms, shipyards, 
docks and building sites. With few exceptions, working class children felt destined for 
manual occupations, articulating a sense that office and shop work was effeminate.12 In the 
popular 1930s novel Love on the Dole the central male character, Harry Hardcastle, 
UHFDOOHGKLVPHWDPRUSKRVLVIURPWKHµFLVV\¶ [sic] world of clerical work to an engineering 
IDFWRU\ LQ0DQFKHVWHU ZKHUH WKHUHZHUH µJUHDW PXVFXODUPHQ . . . Phew! But they were 
PHQ¶13 Work in manual labour sculpted men out of boys. Entering blue-collar jobs 
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typically aged fourteen or fifteen, boys were de-sensitised to danger and socialised into a 
competitive, macho work environment. For some, like Jack Ashley who started work in a 
large asbestos factory in Widnes not long after his fourteenth birthday in December 1936, 
WKLVWUDQVLWLRQWRµDQHZHUDLQP\OLIH¶ZDVPDUNHGE\PRYLQJXSIURPZHDULQJVKRUWVWR
trousers.14 The National Insurance card, which was given out to workers and to those that 
had completed their five-year apprenticeships, was another marker of masculinity as it was 
a symbol of their capacity to earn and pay taxes as well as their entitlement to social 
VHFXULW\ 0D[ &RKHQ UHIHUUHG WR WKHP LQ KLV DXWRELRJUDSK\ DV µEDGJHV RI PDQKRRG¶15 
Becoming a craftsman was equated with status as a man. Ron Spedding noted µ, KDG
UHDFKHGP\LQGXVWULDOPHFFD¶ when he began as a millwright in a railway carriage works.16 
Within this working class culture a powerful work ethic prevailed where the grafters with 
highest earnings, those able to get the trade union rate for the job and those most capable of 
tolerating hazardous and unhealthy work environments were most exalted.  The wage 
packet was the outward symbol of power, denoting the transition from childhood to 
manhood, dependency to independence, and bringing with it a raft of privileges and 
different treatment in the home and family.17 This was buttressed by a widely-held view 
that men were superior to women in the labour market; more highly skilled, with greater 
experience, physically stronger and more committed to work. Waged employment was 
their domain; a masculine space largely free of women. The economic value of men was 
expressed in the wide gender wage differential with male full-time workers earning over 
double that of women before the war.18 Standing up for oneself was also deemed a key 
attribute of this male working class culture. Peer pressure policed this and young workers 
were socialised into the norms, rituals and practices of such behaviour.19 Transgression 
risked censure, the questioning of manhood and being labelled µVLVV\¶µTXHHU¶RUDµMHVVLH¶
2QHKDGWREHVHHQWREHDµUHDOPDQ¶LQWKHIDFHRIZRUN-hardened colleagues.20  
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Masculinity, then, was closely tied up with employment in the inter-war period and 
consequently the loss of work could be deeply emasculating. The experience of the dole, of 
under-employment, lower wages and insecurity cut deep into the male psyche in the 1930s, 
creating a crisis of masculinity. Labour market precarity was directly responsible for rising 
levels of mental health problems, depression, nervous breakdowns, suicide and domestic 
violence.21 A man without a job lost status and was deemed a lesser man. The ultimate 
disgrace and loss of manhood came with admission to the poorhouse. The dominant 
cultural representations in photographs and social realist literature OLNH *HRUJH 2UZHOO¶V
Down and Out in Paris and London (1933) were of dole queues and unemployed men idly 
hanging around street corners.22 Social commentary included accounts of derelict 
FRPPXQLWLHVVKDWWHUHGE\PDVVXQHPSOR\PHQWVXFKDV(OOHQ:LONLQVRQ¶VThe Town That 
Was Murdered (1939) DQG :DO +DQQLQJWRQ¶V The Problem of the Distressed Areas 
(1937).23 8QHPSOR\PHQWXQGHUPLQHGDPDQ¶V VHQVHRIZRUWKJQDZHGDWKLVGLJQLW\DQG
self-UHVSHFW 7KLV ORVV ZDV IHOW GHHSO\ DQG H[SUHVVHG SRLJQDQWO\ LQ ZRUNHUV¶ SHUVRQDO
testimonies, including oral accounts.24 A sense of shame, impotence and humiliation 
pervaded many PHQ¶V PHPRULHV RI WKHVH \HDUV DV ,DQ 0DF'RXJDOO¶V LQWHUYLHZV ZLWK
Scottish Depression-era workers made evident.25 For working class men, dependency upon 
state benefits was deeply emasculating as it branded them as failing to fulfil what Marjorie 
Levine-Clark has referred to as WKHµH[SHFWDWLRQVRIIXOOPDVFXOLQHFLWL]HQVKLS¶26 This was 
exacerbated by the economic necessity in poorer families for married women to undertake 
paid work, thereby usurping the male breadwinner role. Moreover, bodies were damaged 
in this process and there was a direct correlation between loss of work and ill-health, as 
6WHSKHQ 7KRPSVRQ¶V VHPLQDO ZRUN RQ 6RXWK :DOHV KDV VKRZQ27 0HQ¶V ERGLHV ZHUH
honed in habitual manual labour and with unemployment and under-employment skill and 
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muscle atrophied. George Blake referred to this in his novel The Shipbuilders (1935) when 
he wrote about out-of-ZRUN&O\GHVLGHVKLSEXLOGHUVµJRLQJVRIWLQPLQGDQGERG\¶.28  
Workers were also more vulnerable to exploitation in this context, with the 
protective matrix of the trade unions being critically undermined following the failure of 
the General Strike in 1926. This was exacerbated by falling union membership and the 
neutering of the strike weapon for a decade thereafter.29 In the south and the Midlands the 
prevalence of anti-WUDGHXQLRQFXOWXUHVLQWKHµQHZLQGXVWULHV¶FXUWDLOHGHIIHFWLYHFROOHFWLYH
DFWLRQ ZKLOH LQ WKH QRUWKHUQ µ'HSUHVVHG $UHDV¶ DQG KHDY\ LQGXVWU\ KHDUWODQGV Whe 
insecurities, petty injustices associated with resurgent managerial power and the erosion of 
the provider role with mass unemployment in the 1930s deeply emasculated workers.  
 
Forging Stakhanovites: the pressures of wartime work  
The Second World War both challenged and strengthened civilian masculinities in 
complex ways. Fundamentally, the war provided men with jobs, security and the capacity 
to provide for their families. War work quickly soaked up male unemployment and created 
a strong demand, especially for those with specialised and transferable skills that could be 
applied and adapted to the production of goods, materials and machines necessary for the 
prosecution of modern warfare. Unemployment fell from 1.7 million in 1938 to just 60,000 
in mid-1943.30 Writing in 1944, Labour MP and former Durham coal miner Jack Lawson 
waxed lyrical about this transformation: 
 A miracle came to pass. Men once forgotten were wanted. Also women. 
Depressed areas disappeared. Coal was wanted, ships, steel, guns, shells, 
ammunition, tanks, planes. The heavy industries were concentrated in 
depressed areas. A thing for the worldly wise to jibe at just yesterday. Coal 
is finished ± nobody wants ships or steel! And now! More coal and more. 
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Give us ships. More steel. The heavy industries are everything. Will Britain 
forget that lesson? Will she forget the communities that almost perished and 
were discovered to be the life of the nation in her hour of need?31  
For workers this was deeply empowering. As Max Cohen commented, µWKH VFDUFLW\ RI
labour placed the working people, individually and collectively, in an almost impregnable 
EDUJDLQLQJ SRVLWLRQ¶32 Moreover, middle-aged, older, medically unfit and disabled men, 
who had been economically marginalised during the thirties with high unemployment rates 
and downward pressure on wages, were drawn back into the labour force. 310,806 disabled 
people were either placed in employment by Ministry of Labour officials or given training 
which led to them getting jobs during the war.33  For example, elderly and disabled ex-
miners in South Wales were found employment in shell-filling factories.34  
 As we have seen, those capable of tolerating the toughest and most dangerous 
working conditions and the longest hours, producing the most and, consequently, taking 
home the biggest wage packets had always been exalted within working class 
communities. Now they had the added layer of respect that they were directly contributing 
to winning the war. Like the Russian Stakhanovites, a movement of workers named after 
Aleksei Stakhanov whose performances of immense productivity far exceeded set targets,35 
WKHVH ZHUH WKH µELJ PHQ¶ WKH µZRUNHUV QRW ZDVWHUV¶36 Although there was not the same 
degree of praise by the state or public for high production feats in Britain as the Soviet 
Union, woUNLQJ PHQ¶V roles in wartime production raised their importance and status 
commensurately. Moreover, it eroded the subordination which had been such a feature of 
working lives in the Depression in many parts of the country. This rebuilding of civilian 
working class masculinity was felt most acutely in reserved work that was directly 
connected to the war effort such as the production of tanks, guns, planes and ships, or 
VHUYLFHLQµIURQWOLQH¶MREVLQWKH0HUFhant Navy and firefighting.  
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War work was characterised by increased effort and more fatiguing work regimes. 
Peggy Inman, the official munitions industry historian, notes how working hours of 
between ten and twelve hours a day and sixty and seventy hours a week were common in 
war-related work (and between eighty and ninety hours a week in ship-repairing) in the 
PRQWKVIROORZLQJ'XQNLUN/RQJKRXUV,QPDQUHIOHFWHGZHUHµWKHEDGJHRISDWULRWLVP¶37 
7KHFHQWUDOPDOHFKDUDFWHULQ0DUN%HQQH\¶VVHPL-autobiographical wartime novel, Over 
to BombersFRPPHQWHGµZHDOOZDQWHGWRVHWWKHSDFHQRWIROORZLW¶38 Similarly, foreman 
$OIUHG &OHHWRQ LQ 3ULHVWOH\¶V QRYHO Daylight on Saturday ZDV µUHDG\ WR ZRUN XQWLO KH
GURSSHG    IRU ZDU SURGXFWLRQ¶39 In a conversation about the whereabouts of others 
engineer Angleby in Daylight on Saturday reflected µ³SUREDEO\ ILJKWLQJ VRPHZKHUH
:KLFK LV PRUH WKDQ ,¶P GRLQJ 1RW P\ IDXOW WKRXJK´ KH DGGHG DSRORJHWLFDOO\¶ +LV
JLUOIULHQGUHVSRQGHGµ³'RQ¶WEHDIRRO    ,¶YHOHDUQWHQRXJKODWHO\WRNQRZWKDW\RX¶UH
SUREDEO\ ZRUWK PRUH WR WKH ZDU WKDQ D GR]HQ RI WKRVH FKDSV´¶40 These novels depicted 
male war workers as essential to the war effort, stepping up as patriotic hard grafters, with 
WKHXOWLPDWHDFFRODGHEHLQJµD'XQNLUNPDQ¶41  
   The forced abandonment of so much heavy war equipment by the retreating 
British Expeditionary Force in late May and early June 1940, including 64,000 vehicles 
DQG  WRQV RI DPPXQLWLRQ OHIW %ULWDLQ µDSSDOOLQJO\ LOO-DUPHG¶ DQG SURPSWHG D
massive production drive across the country.42 Aircraft instrument maker Eddie Menday 
referred to the intense working pattern after Dunkirk: 
I was only sixteen when war broke out. And we still had to work the same 
hours as the men, particularly after Dunkirk, where we worked from seven 
in the morning to seven at night, every day. Let us off DWIRXUR¶FORFNRQ
Sunday, in case we wanted to go to church, so we were told. And that went 
on for seven weeks. And then they thought we were getting a bit jaded by 
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that time, and of course, they then decided that we could have one Sunday 
off in three. And then gradually it came down to one Sunday off in two. 
Then we finished not so late on a Saturday, and so actually, it was 
Saturday afternoon and Sunday we were off.43  
Accounts of the critical period of 1940, in which the Phoney War became very 
µUHDO¶ZLth Dunkirk, and then the Battle of Britain and the Blitz, emphasise µKDUGJUDIW¶ and 
long hours. Yet working patterns began to resume a less intense schedule as Menday notes. 
It was increasingly recognised that fatigue was cumulative and the Ministry of Labour 
advised a maximum working week of sixty hours in July 1940, reduced to fifty five in 
September 1943.44 Yet there is evidence to suggest that in some industries this was not the 
case. Mass Observation noted that management had failed to absorb the lessons of 
declining productivity with longer working hours: 
Yet during the greater part of 1940 these lessons, mainly learned in the last 
war and statistically proven, were ignored. In many factories they are 
ignored now [1942]. One of the most important factories we studied was 
still working a 7-day week, 11 hours a day, giving the workers one Sunday 
a month off.45 
Significantly, Mass Observation found men were three times more likely than women to be 
ZRUNLQJµH[FHVVLYH¶KRXUVGHILQHGDVRYHUWHQKRXUVDGD\46 This was largely accepted by 
men who rarely complained about lengthy shifts; only three per cent mentioned long 
working hours when they were asked what improvements might be made in their jobs.47 
William Ryder, who worked at Woolwich Arsenal, recalled how keen men were for extra 
hours: 
 Interviewer: During the war did you ever have to work overtime? 
174 
 
William Ryder: Oh blimey yeah. I only had two Christmas Days off during 
the war . . . :HRIWHQVWDUWHGDWVL[R¶FORFNLQWKHPRUQLQJDQGVRPHWLPHV
it was six R¶FORFNDWQLJKWEHIRUH\RXJRWDZD\DQGRQHRUWwo occasions 
we worked all night . . . 3D\ZDVQ¶WDOO WKDWJRRGUHDOO\DQGD ORWRISD\
was made up of overtime . . .  The first two hours overtime of the day were 
at time and [a] third and the rest time and a half so that boosted your pay 
up a bit.48 
Men were motivated to work long hours for a number of reasons. Undoubtedly for many 
there existed a powerful sense of patriotism, with men wanting to graft in order to 
contribute to the war. But part of the impetus OLHVZLWKPHQ¶VHQWUHQFKHGQRWLRQRI WKHLU
provider role and their socialisation in the years of Depression which sharpened a sense of 
needing to maximise earnings while there was the opportunity. This was linked to a 
widespread belief during wartime that after the war there would be a return to mass 
unemployment and the insecurities of the 1930s.49  
  7KHWHPSRUDU\µHPHUJHQF\¶VXVSHQVLRQRIKDUGIRXJKWIRUZRUNHUV¶ULJKWVVXFKDV
the maximum statutory forty eight-hour working week enshrined in the 1937 Factory Act, 
ZHUH ODUJHO\ DFFHSWHG DQGHYHQKDG WKH VXSSRUWRI WKHPHQ¶V WUDGHXQLRQV50 Miner Bert 
Coombes was amongst those who noted the restrictions and frustrations associated with the 
µEUHDNLQJRIFXVWRPV¶SRLQWLQJLQWRWKHZD\XQLRQµUXOHV¶were flouted in wartime, 
including demarcation (where tradesmen refused to allow anybody to undertake work 
H[FHSW WKRVH VSHFLILFDOO\ WUDLQHG DQG RXWSXW OLPLWDWLRQ VRPHWLPHV UHIHUUHG WR DV µWKH
GDUJ¶ µ2OG UXOHV¶ &RRPEHV noted µKDYH EHHQ VXUUHQGHUHG WR the war need for coal.¶51 
7KLVSULRULWLVLQJRISURGXFWLRQRYHUµUHVWULFWLYHSUDFWLFHV¶ZDVODUJHO\DFFHSWHGE\UHVHUYHG
men as their way of contributing to the war. Mass Observation quoted a bricklayer who 
DVVHUWHGµ,DPDWUDGHXQLRQLVWDQG,ZDQWDQ-hour day, but owing to the war I realise we 
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FDQ¶WVRP\KRXUVDUHDERXWULJKW¶52 µ5HDO¶PHQHQGXUHGOHQJWK\VKLIWVNQRZLQJWKH\
were for the duration only and welcomed the opportunity that war provided to bolster their 
masculinity which had been eroded by the insecurities of the Depression years.  
The extension of the working week and the sacrifice of time this entailed were 
enduring features of wartime and are a recurring motif in interviews with reserved men. 
They took pride in describing, and sometimes exaggerating, how they withstood such 
demands. D.C.M. Howe, an aircraft fitter at Vickers Aviation, recalled the outbreak of war:  
7KHIRUHPDQFDPHURXQGDQGVDLGµ\RXNQRZZKDW WKDWPHDQVIURPQRZ
RQ LW¶OOPHDQPXFKORQJHUKRXUV¶$QGof course it did. Once we started 
then there were no days off at all. It was seven days a week for days and 
days on end . . . But everyone really got down to it. It was amazing the 
amount of work . . . We used to churn out twenty four, twenty five aircraft 
in one small place like that . . . in a week. When I went to work on night 
shift some few weeks after that we used to turn over one complete fuselage 
overnight.53 
Howe accepted that the outbreak of war resulted in longer shifts and less days off despite 
the fact that many of these additional hours were not paid at overtime rates. He and his 
FROOHDJXHVµJRWGRZQWRLW¶DQGµFKXUQ>HG@RXW¶µDPD]LQJ¶UHVXOWV7KHSULGHLQWKHLURXWSXW
LVHYLGHQW7KLVLVHYHQPRUHDSSDUHQWLQ+HQU\%DUUHWW¶VUHFROOHFWLRQRIcoal mining. He 
repeatedly mentioned that miners worked exceptionally hard, emphasising that while this 
was the case previously, wartime pressures exacerbated demands placed upon the body: 
µ,¶YHQHYHUVHHQZRUNOLNHLW . . . you shovelled coal. You shovelled coal as fast as possible. 
I ran the road loading coal. Shovelling it and loading it on a chute. And running the road, I 
mean running the road, pushing drams as fast as you can. Stripped to the waist.¶54 The pace 
at which he undertook his job is mirrored by the speed with which he describes the 
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µVKRYHOOLQJ¶ µORDGLQJ¶ µSXVKLQJ¶ DQG µUXQQLQJ¶ DOO RI ZKLFK ZHUH SK\VLFDOO\ VWUHQXRXV
actions. 
 In contrast to %DUUHWW¶V WHVWLPRQ\ HPSKDVLVLQJ KLV \RXWKIXO VSHHG Scottish steel 
furnace worker Patrick McGeown, whRZDVIRUW\HLJKWLQµSORGGHGDORQJGRLQJWKH
EHVWZHFRXOG¶+HUHFDOOHGµDFRPPRQDQGHYHU-SUHVHQWZHDULQHVV¶DQGµZRQGHUHGKRZ,
ZRXOGVXUYLYHWKHKRXUVRQWKHIXUQDFHEXW,DOZD\VPDQDJHG¶'HVSLWHKLVDJH0F*HRZQ
empathised with the young combatants and took µUDWKHUDSULGHLQLW¶µ7KDWVHHPHGWREH
the way with most grown civilians. It was like a general front and we felt much in common 
with the men in the forces.¶55 Like many of the older reserved workers, there was no 
HYLGHQFHLQ0F*HRZQ¶VDutobiography of any sense of emasculation felt from being out of 
uniform. In a similar vein, aircraft factory worker Derek Sims recalled the numbing graft 
and fatigue of wartime: 
 The hours were, oh they were, they were killers really. When I think about 
iWZHFRSHGZLWKWKHPDQG,¶PVXUHWKHUHZDVDQDZIXOORWRILOOQHVVWKDW
\RXNQRZZHQHYHUNQHZDERXW%HFDXVHDVD\RXQJVWHU\RXGRQ¶WUHDOO\
think about these things. Well I have seen my Dad, sit[ting] at the 
breakfast table and suddenly his head woulG QRG OLNH WKDW DQG KH¶G EH
asleep. [Pause] You know there was no relent, no end or beginning to the 
day really, for them, especially right in the heat of the Battle of Britain. 
:KHQDLUFUDIWZHUHEHLQJVKRWGRZQOLNHQRERG\¶VEXVLQHVVDQGKDGWREH
replaced [Pause] and then the Navy wanted Hurricanes on their, on their 
ships. Yeah, it was, it was very heavy pressure.56 
McGeown and Sims clearly associated workplace sacrifice with the war effort, stressing 
the importance of reserved occupations, playing up the physical effort required and 
H[SUHVVLQJWKHLUWRXJKQHVVDQGPDVFXOLQHUHVLOLHQFHE\QRWLQJµ,DOZD\VPDQDJHG¶DQGµZH
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FRSHG ZLWK WKHP¶ Birmingham firefighter Edward Ashill articulated this fortitude in a 
typically heroic narrative which stressed wartime camaraderie and unity. Asked by the 
Imperial War Museum interviewer in 1990 what a firemen would look like after he had 
been engaged in fighting fires all night, Ashill stated: 
Well the vision of him is in his steel helmet, firefighting tunic and his 
UXEEHU ERRWV +LV IDFH EODFN +H¶V DEVROXWHO\ GULSSLQJ ZHW WKURXJK +H
looked exhausted and tired and fed up but still managed to drag himself 
around. This was similarly true in the central areas when you had hour 
after hour after hour starting in the evening of the night before, all through 
the night, still burning the following day. Still the same firemen there, 
having had no relief, no rest, no food. They were just soldiering on.57 
This rich description is evocative of the firemen depicted in the 1943 Humphrey Jennings¶ 
documentary Fires Were Started. ,QGHHG -HQQLQJV¶ ZRUN RSHQV ZLWK WKH VWDWHPHQW WKDW
µILUHVZHUHIRXJKW¶DQGZLWKH[SOLFLWUHIHUHQFHWRµWKHVWUHVVRIEDWWOH¶PDNLQJevident the 
parallel with service in the fire brigades and service in the AFS.58 $VKLOO¶VVLPLODUXVHRID
PLOLWDU\PHWDSKRU WKDW WKHILUHPHQZHUHµVROGLHULQJRQ¶ LV WHOOLQJGHQRWLQJKLVEHOLHI LQ
their parity. Like combatants, firemen were fighting on the frontline with no respite or 
refreshment, stoically enduring extreme circumstances which risked their lives. 
Interviewees were keen to iterate the multiple demands upon their time during the war. 
They were full-time workers but they were additionally volunteer members of the Home 
Guard, Air Raid Precautions and the Auxiliary Fire Service and undertook aerial raid and 
fire watching duties. These supplementary wartime tasks, to be explored in chapter six, 
were articulated by interviewees as additional work, as sources of further diminution of 
HQHUJ\DQGµIUHHWLPH¶ZKLFKHUDGLFDWHGSHULRGVRIUHOD[DWLRQDQGUHGXFHGVOHHSLQJKRXUV
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and, for many, as an overwhelming sense of fatigue and exhaustion. Masculinity was 
endorsed through such sacrifice.  
Others emphasised in their testimonies the hard labour undertaken during the war. 
/LYHUSRROGRFNHU)UDQN'HHJDQUHFDOOHGWKDWPHQµZHUHZRUNLQJDOORXWIRUWKHZDUHIIRUW
± WHQKRXUVGDLO\DQGWHQZKHQRQQLJKWZRUN¶59 Wartime railway guard William McNaul 
DVVHUWHG µ\RX ZRUNHG GDPQ KDUG . . . Nobody said, thought that you were dodging 
DQ\WKLQJ¶60 +LVXVHRI WKH WHUPµGRGJLQJ¶ LV LQWHUHVWLQJDV LWZDVQRWelicited, coming in 
response to a question about post-war television programmes. Shipyard worker Ted Boyle 
UHIHUUHG WR WKHZDUDVD µQHUYH-ZUDFNLQJ WLPH¶ZLWK WKHSUHVVXUHRIZRUNH[DFHUEDWHGE\
ZDUWLPH µFRVW-SOXV¶ FRQWUDFWV61 ZKLFK HQFRXUDJHG HPSOR\HUV WR µVSHHG-XS¶ DQG LQWHQVLI\
the work: µ7he sooner they got the vessel built, the more profit. There was always 
VRPHERG\ ZDONLQJ DURXQG VD\LQJ ³:KDW DUH \RX GRLQJ" <RX KDYHQ¶W ILQLVKHG WKDW MRE
have you?´¶62 The occurrence of air raids could add further pressure as working patterns 
were disrupted. Fred Clark, a wood machinist in an aircraft factory near Reading, recalled:  
But then it got so bad, you was working all hours God sent you . . . You 
were eight days straight off [working] and then two days off . . . We 
started DWHLJKWR¶FORFNLQWKHPRUQLQJ DQG\RXILQLVKHGDWHLJKWR¶FORFNDW
night. But then you had to get to work. I had to bike four miles to get there 
RQ PH ELNH FRV \RX FDQ LPDJLQH WKHVH DLUFUDIW IDFWRULHV ZDVQ¶W LQ WKH
middle of the town, they were out in the country where nobody could get 
at them! . . . Some of the chaps used to bike in from Slough which was 
WZHQW\PLOHVDZD\6RPHQLJKWVWKH\FRXOGQ¶WJHWKRPH6RWKH\XVHGWR
FDUU\RQZRUNLQJ¶WLOWKH\GURSSHG. . . :HZDVQ¶WWLUHGZHZDVMXVWEORRG\
walking dead! . . . Matter of fact, you only lived from day to day. Matter of 
IDFW,¶OOJRIXrther and say we only lived from hour to hour. Cos when we 
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got [to] the factory at the aerodrome, we felt shut in. Like a prisoner, you 
FRXOGQ¶WJHWRXW63 
7KLV LV DQ H[WUHPH H[DPSOH RI D µVDFULILFH¶ QDUUDWLYH UHFDOOLQJ YLYLGO\ WKH QXPELQJ
weariness of wartime work, the toll upon the body (which led to his collapse and 
breakdown) and the lack of choice and control. &ODUN¶V XVHRIWKHµSULVRQHU¶PHWDSKRUWR
describe his sense of being incarcerated in the factory revealed his powerlessness. Other 
interviewees referred to being µLQPDWHV¶DQGWRµVODYHU\¶LQWKHLUQDUUDWLYHVWRH[SUHVVWKLV
sense of subjection.64 These were conscious attempts by narrators to define their 
PDVFXOLQLW\E\KLJKOLJKWLQJWKHSUHVVXUHVRIZDUWLPHZRUNDQGRWKHUµGXWLHV¶ they endured 
(such as Home Guard and fire watching), the sacrifices that had to be made and the grim 
FRQGLWLRQVWKDWKDGWREHWROHUDWHGZHµVXUYLYHG¶ZHµSXOOHGWKURXJK¶ZHµFRSHG¶µ,WZDV
GLIILFXOW¶ DLUFUDIW ZRUNHU 'RQDOG .HQQHG\ UHFDOOHG µEXW ZH PDQDJHG WR NHHS JRLQJ¶65 
7KLV HFKRHV 3HQQ\ 6XPPHUILHOG¶V µVWRLF¶ QDUUDWLYHV RI ZDUWLPH ZRPHQ ZRUNHUV LQ WKDW
these men stoically endured circumstances not of their choosing.66  
 Occasionally reserved workers expressed a sense that the attraction of the armed 
forces was that it enabled a respite from the unrelenting fatigue of war work. Lance Liddle, 
who worked in a light engineering factory from 1936 until he was conscripted into the 
army in 1941 as a result of the reservation age being increased releasing men into the 
services, recollected his relief at escaping the unremitting shift work: 
 The truth is I was glad to get out . . . Overtime was compulsory. You had 
to work a Saturday one week and a Sunday the next . . . Now actually 
speaking I was on me NQHHV,ZDVZRUHRXW<RXFRXOGQ¶WWDNHWLPHRII
Overtime was compulsory, you had to work. I was really, I was run down. 
,WKLQN,ZDVUHDOO\WLUHGDQG,ZDVIHGXS<RXFRXOGQ¶WJRDQ\ZKHUH\RX
FRXOGQ¶WHYHQJRWRWKHSLFWXUHV\RXZHUHZRUNLQJDKDOI-shift . . . Then I 
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GLGDZHHN¶VQLJKWVKLIW DQG\RXVWLOOJRWQRZKHUH µcos you start work at 
half past eight at night and actually I was quite pleased when they called us 
XS,WKRXJKW,¶GJHWRXWLQWKHIUHVKDLU67 
/LGGOH¶VFRQVWUXFWLRQRIDQDFFRXQWDERXWMRLQLQJWKHIRUFHVLQRUGHUWRJHWµIUHVKDLU¶DQG
to put a stop to overtime, changing shift patterns and crippling fatigue reveals how one ex-
serviceman viewed his reserved work as more exhausting and constraining than being in 
uniform. Reserved workers were also pressured from all quarters to maximise their efforts. 
This included, officially at least, the trade unions and, in contrast to the First World War, 
many on the far left, with the Communist Party amongst the strongest supporters of the 
wartime productivity drive after the entry of the Soviet Union into the war in June 1941.68 
0DVV2EVHUYDWLRQHPSKDVLVHGKRZSHUYDVLYH DQG LQIOXHQWLDO WKLV µSURSDJDQGD¶ FRXOGEH
Radio, posters and the press all exhorted workers to increase their production levels. The 
Glasgow Herald, albeit with a predominantly middle class readership, quoted the 
production discourse of the Chairman of the Glasgow Chamber of Commerce in February 
µ8QOHVVHYHU\RQHSXOOVKLVZHLJKWDQGZRUNVWRFDSDFLW\ZHVWDQGDSRRUFKDQFHRI
ZLQQLQJWKLVZDU¶69 This was at a time when Allied victory looked doubtful with German 
naval successes and the disastrous fall of Singapore. Visits to factories by Ministry of 
Labour officials, armed forces officers, disabled servicemen and assorted VIPs helped to 
maintain this sense of urgency and inspire war work efforts. Many war workers 
remembered such visits. Derek Sims recalled Lord Beaverbrook visiting the aircraft factory 
where he worked in Buckinghamshire and inveigling them from a balcony to increase their 
output to a rate of six hundred hurricanes a month.70 Others spoke of foremen and 
VXSHUYLVRUVFDMROLQJ WKHP LQ µSHS WDONV¶ WR µWKLQNRI WKHER\VDW WKH IURQW¶71 In a similar 
vein, wartime Bevin Boy Roy Deeley paraphrased a speech made by Churchill in 1943: 
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µSome will say I was in the army, some will say I was in the Navy, but you can say with 
HTXDOSULGH,FXWWKHFRDO¶72  
There were, however, physiological and psychological limits to over work and a 
VORZUHFRJQLWLRQWKURXJKWKHZDUWKDWWKHµVFLHQFH¶RISURGXFWLRQKDGWRUHSODFHad hoc and 
knee jerk extensions of the working day and week. Bevin supported the µDGMXVWPHQW¶ in the 
QXPEHU RI KRXUV ZRUNHG DIWHU WKH µSURGXFWLRQ VSXUW¶ IROORZLQJ 'XQNLUN as well as 
advocated for retention of a one-week annual holiday.73 Production and hours picked up 
again in 1943-4 in the run up to D-Day and again tailed off and returned virtually to pre-
war norms in the final year of the war. In some cases, uncontrolled and effusive expression 
of Stakhanovite masculinity had to be reined in and regulated for the long haul. Some 
workers voted with their feet, with absenteeism rates rising after sustained periods of long 
working, overtime, weekend working and loss of holidays.74 Occasionally not going to 
ZRUNZDVDZD\WKDWZDUZRUNHUVH[SUHVVHGWKHLUDJHQF\LQWKHIDFHRIWKHZDUWLPHµVSHHG-
XS¶DQGWLJKWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\UHJLPHV Glasgow was identified DVDSDUWLFXODUµEODFNVSRW¶IRU
absenteeism.75 In part, WKLV ZDV DQ H[SUHVVLRQ RI DXWRQRP\ DQG ZRUNHUV¶ ULJKWV WR
determine their own work rhythms. When South Yorkshire coal owners tried to enforce 
working RQ 1HZ <HDU¶V 'D\  PLQHUV UHVSRQGHG ZLWK ninety five per cent 
absenteeism.76 Docking of pay was relatively ineffective as a penalty when bonus schemes, 
piecework and overtime working enabled lost wages to be quickly made up. Employers 
also complained that, despite the Essential Work Order and prosecutions for serious 
absenteeism, both the Ministry of Labour and local National Service Officers lacked the 
SRZHUWRWDFNOHµFKURQLFVODFNHUV¶77 Absenteeism and bad timekeeping, according to Mass 
Observation, was clearly gendered.78 A Ministry of Labour enquiry estimated absenteeism 
rates in 1943-4 were around six to eight per cent for men and twelve to fifteen per cent for 
women.79 This is suggestive of the continuities of the sexual division of domestic labour 
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and family responsibilities into wartime, the exhaustion of older women and the distance of 
many men from caring and nurturing roles. The slow pace at which the state opened 
nurseries exacerbated the problem. 0HQ PRUH IUHTXHQWO\ FLWHG µSOHDVXUH¶ LQFOXGLQJ
attending sports events such as football matches, as reasons for absenteeism from work. 
This suggests that unequal distribution of resources within family units may well have 
revived in wartime with the increased earning and spending power of men.  
After the post-Dunkirk production surge there were experiments to reduce fatigue, 
ease boredom and raise output. These included official rest perLRGVNQRZQDVµWHDEUHDNV¶
live workplace shows such as ENSA (Entertainments National Service Association) and 
UDGLR EURDGFDVWV VXFK DV µ0XVLF :KLOH <RX :RUN¶ µ:RUNHUV 3OD\WLPH¶ DQG µ:RUNV
:RQGHUV¶80 0DVV 2EVHUYDWLRQ UHSRUWHG WKDW OLVWHQLQJ WR PXVLF µKHOSHG SURGXFWLRQ LQ D
VPDOOEXWVLJQLILFDQWZD\¶DFWLQJDVµDPHQWDOUHVW-pause without any stopping of efforW¶81 
It had, according to Christina Baade, ERWKDPHGLFLQDOHIIHFWDFWLQJDVDµGUXJ¶RUµWRQLF¶
DQGDGLVFLSOLQLQJRQHFUHDWLQJPRUHµGRFLOHLQVWUXPHQWVRISURGXFWLRQ¶82  
 Civilian working class masculinity was clearly bolstered by the wartime demand 
for male labour, which resulted in full employment, job security and long hours. Indeed, 
reserved men frequently drew upon a discourse of graft and sacrifice in their personal 
narratives to emphasise their contribution to the war effort and display their patriotic 
masculinity. For this, they were well recompensed. 
 
µ4XLGVLQ¶ the rewards of wartime work 
Civilian masculinity was further endorsed through high earnings, with male workers 
earning considerably more than soldiers. Comparisons with soldiers¶ wages are, however, 
difficult because the remuneration systems were different: soldiers received a low basic 
wage (initially fourteen shillings a week; increased to seventeen shillings and six pence a 
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week in 1941) but did not have to pay for food, accommodation, clothing and transport. 
7KH ODWWHU µEHQHILWV¶ ZHUH HVWLPDWHG WR KDYH D YDOXH RI thirty five shillings a week in a 
government report on forces pay in 1942.83 Dependents allowances were also paid to 
married soldiers with children. In 1942, for example, having two children brought an 
additional allowance of fifteen shillings. There were small increments to these soldiers¶ 
ZDJHVIRUHYHU\\HDURIVHUYLFHVPDOODGGLWLRQDOSD\PHQWVIRUµSURILFLHQF\¶DQGDKLJKHU
rate of pay if promoted. All this amounted to an estimated income for a newly enlisted 
unmarried private rank soldier of around £3 a week (taking into account that soldiers did 
not pay tax), rising to around £4 a week after three years¶ service. This compared 
unfavourably with the average civilian male net earnings after tax of £5 2s 0d a week in 
1942-3.84 The widespread popular view that male civilian workers earned considerably 
more than soldiers may have been an exaggeration when other non-ZDJH µEHQHILWV¶ IRU
soldiers are taken in to account, but there was still a significant earnings differential in 
favour of reserved men nonetheless.  
 Moreover, during the war real earnings, which takes prices into account, rose 
significantly for reserved male workers. Ian Gazeley asserts that average real earnings rose 
by around twenty per cent between 1938 and 1945.85 When broken down by gender, social 
class and skill it is evident that the Second World War witnessed some levelling (or 
convergence) with a reduction in wage differentials.86 Average female earnings rose by 
around ninety per cent during the war while male earnings rose by seventy five per cent. 
Concurrently, wages rose faster for manual than non-manual workers while the wage 
differential between unskilled and skilled male workers narrowed from around seventy per 
cent in 1939 to around eighty per cent by 1945.87 A key factor in wage levelling was the 
awarding of flat rate bonuses to wages across the board in wartime.88 The meaningful 
differential as far as breadwinner masculinity was concerned, however, was the pay of 
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women. The average earnings of women compared to men hardly changed through the 
war, drifting up somewhat from around forty eight per cent pre-war to around fifty-two or 
fifty three per cent by the end of the war.89 While the hourly wage rate differential between 
men and women narrowed significantly in key sectors like engineering, this was offset by 
men working longer hours and more overtime.90 
 Another feature of wartime work is the reversal of the fortunes of the most 
vulnerable groups of male employees during the 1930s recession: those who were older, 
GLVDEOHGWKHVNLOOHGPDQXDOZRUNHUVLQWKHµWUDGLWLRQDO¶GHSUHVVHGKHDY\LQGXVWULHVDQGWKH
unskilled where unemployment rates had been highest. Wartime work, like soldiering, 
FRXOGDOVRµPDNHDPDQRI\RX¶DQGER\VH[SUHVVHGDVHQVHRIDFKLHYLQJPDQKRRGHDUOLHU
due to the pressures and opportunities of war. At seventeen, for example, Jack Ashley felt 
KHZDV µGRLQJDPDQ¶V MREDW WKH IDFWRU\¶ DQG µGHPDQGHGDPDQ¶VZDJHV¶ZKLOHKH DOVR
ORRNHGIRUZDUGµWRILJKWLQJLQWKH$LU)RUFHZKHQ,ZDVHLJKWHHQ¶91 Ashley related here to 
both traditional breadwinner masculinity and to military masculinity. The relatively high 
wartime earnings of male workers, especially of the unskilled and semi-skilled, could 
provide more surplus for masculinity-affirming leisure activities, such as drinking, 
gambling and going to the dog racing, horse racing and football, which is explored in 
chapter six. As Thomas Carmichael, a wartime Merchant Navy engineer, recalled about his 
ZDJHVDQGZDUERQXVµ2K,ZDVTXLGVLQ,ZDVUHDOO\LQWKHPRQH\E\WKDWWLPH¶92 Some 
interviewees expressed a sense of guilt at their wages compared to soldiers and commented 
on some resentment expressed towards them.93 This was evident in House of Commons 
GHEDWHVZLWKLQJRYHUQPHQWDQGDPRQJVWVHFWLRQVRIWKHSXEOLFZKRFULWLFLVHGµH[FHVVLYH¶
earnings of reserved workers. Home Intelligence Reports from London in July 1940 noted: 
µ'LVFRQWHQWH[SUHVVHGDWGLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQVROGLHUV¶DOORZDQFHVDQGKLJKSD\RIPHQLQ
VRPHUHVHUYHGRFFXSDWLRQVHTXDOLW\RIVDFULILFHDVNHGIRU¶94 Wartime engineering turner 
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John Thomas Murphy claimed in his 1942 autobiography Victory Production WKDW µLW LV
impossible to move among the soldiers and sailors and airmen of all ranks without hearing 
scathing comments on the civilian population: on the munition workers who take home 
WRDZHHN¶95 Lieutenant-Commander Gurney Braithwaite spoke in the Commons 
of the µextraordinary and disgraceful discrimination against the rank and file of the Forces 
DVFRPSDUHGZLWK WKRVH LQ UHVHUYHGRFFXSDWLRQV¶ZKRKHQRWHGZHUH DEOH WR µJHW IDW¶RQ
high earnings.96 Similarly, the Admiral of the Fleet, Sir Roger Keyes and MP for 
Portsmouth, stated: 
Why should those who are in reserved occupations have advantages over 
their brothers and sisters in the Fighting Services who get no increases of 
wages and no extra pay for overtime on Saturdays and Sundays, but who 
sometimes have to fight and work the clock round in terrible conditions, 
especially at sea. Surely, such inequality of service to the State is thoroughly 
illogical.97 
These comments of 1941, which reflect the biased upper class viewpoints of Keyes and 
%UDLWKZDLWHZHUHPDGHDWDWLPHZKHQSXEOLFFRQILGHQFHLQWKHJRYHUQPHQW¶VSURVHFXWLRQ
RIWKHZDUZDVSDUWLFXODUO\ORZDQGFULWLFLVPVRIZRUNHUV¶DQGPDQDJHPHQWSHUIRUPDQce 
ZHUH IUHTXHQW 0DVV 2EVHUYDWLRQ QRWHG KRZHYHU LQ $XJXVW  WKDW µWKH TXHVWLRQ RI
difference between civilian and Service pay is not a major OLYH LVVXH¶98 Army diarists 
FRPSODLQHG RI VPDOO SD\ EXW WKLV ZDV µQRW UHODWHG XQIDYRXUDEO\ WR WKH EHWWHU SD\ of 
FLYLOLDQV¶,QGHHGWKHUHZHUHµH[WUHPHO\LQIUHTXHQWUHIHUHQFHV¶WRFLYLOLDQSD\2ffsetting 
wartime ZRUNHUV¶wages to some extent were the hikes in income taxes and rising cost of 
living in wartime.99 Earnings could also be affected by shortages in the supply of raw 
materials and labour which generated anger and accusations of bad management and inept 
government supply officials amongst workmen. This could affect take home wages 
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considerably because of low basic wage rates and the prevalence of piecework, where 
wages were directly tied to production. A woman married to a skilled aircraft factory 
ZRUNHU QRWHG LQ KHU GLDU\ IRU 0DVV 2EVHUYDWLRQ µ0\ KXVEDQG ODVW ZHHN HDUQHG QR
overtime or bonus, and his flat rate was not big enough to pay the household bills, let alone 
KLV H[SHQVHV :H KDG WR GUDZ  IURP WKH EDQN¶100 This sense of unpredictability may 
well have put more pressure on war workers to graft to maximise their wage packets. 
 The shift from time wage rates, which was a weekly basic wage, to payments by 
results wage systems and incentivising through bonus schemes extended further in 
ZDUWLPH7KLVZDVDVLJQLILFDQWDVSHFWRIµVFLHQWLILFPDQDJHPHQW¶DQGZDVPDUULHGZLWKD
marked shift towards mechanisation, flow production and assembly line work techniques, 
associated with Fordism.101 The work pace of some workers, in vehicles and aircraft 
manufacture for example, was dictated by the speed of the production track. Charles Hill, a 
semi-skilled lathe operator, QRWHGµ,WLVQ¶WWKHZD\,OLNHZRUNLQJEHFDXVHHYerything had to 
be done in a rush.¶ Hill was paid on piecHZRUNDQG WKLVFRXOGYDU\ µSome of the prices 
were ridiculous. I mean it was ridiculous how they say X amount for these and Z for these, 
DQGWKHQH[WMREWKH\GRQ¶WSD\TXLWHDVPXFK<RXFDQDUJXH >EXW@QRQRWKDW¶VZKDWZH
pay, and this is it.¶102 Coal miners were traditionally paid by results and work was further 
LQFHQWLYLVHGE\ZDUWLPHERQXVSD\PHQWV$VFRDOPLQHU+HQU\%DUUHWWQRWHGµIt was mad 
working down there. They [coalface workers] were on a bonus. Their mates, their gang, 
were doing it so they had to do it. They worked so hard . . . LW¶V XQEHOLHYDEOH¶103 A 
FRQWHPSRUDU\ UHIOHFWHG µ7KH PLQHU LV D ELJ PDQ ZKHQ LW FRPHV WR ZLQQLQJ WKH ZDU¶104 
According to a Ministry of Labour survey in July 1941 around sixty per cent of workers in 
the engineering sector were paid by results rather than by time.105 It was also usual for an 
extra rate to be paid for night shift work, and the latter extended significantly in wartime. 
Results-driven wages contributed to the over-work culture in wartime. All the examples 
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collected by Mass Observation in 1942 of the highest earners in wartime production were 
men and a feature of these high earners was working long overtime hours.106  
Whether paid by time or by some version of payments by results or piecework, men 
were preoccupied with job security and with protecting and maximising earnings. Harry 
McGregor, who worked as an apprentice engineer in a Glasgow railway locomotive works, 
stated: µ\RXFXWFRUQHUVWRJHWPRQH\you know . . . It all meant work for money. It was all 
DERXWPRQH\¶107 McGregor made repeated references to high wages: µ,ZDVHDUQLQJPRUH
PRQH\DWKRPHWKDQLI ,KDGEHHQLQWKH$UP\¶ µ,SUHIHUWREHLQDUHVHUYHGRFFXSDWLRQ
you know, because I think the wages were . . . two shillings a day or something like that in 
the Army, you know. $QG,ZDVHDUQLQJPRUHDW+\GH3DUN¶µ, WKLQNPRVWRIWKH$UP\
WKRXJKW ZLVKHG WKDW WKH\ ZHUH LQ D UHVHUYHG RFFXSDWLRQ¶108 Another respondent, Willie 
Dewar, reckoned this was a cause of friction: male workers µwere getting the extra money. 
$QG WKDWZDV DZHHELW RI D VRUHSRLQWZLWK WKH $UP\ SHRSOH7KH\ZHUHQ¶W JHWWLQJELJ
PRQH\ WKH\ZHUHRQO\JHWWLQJDFHUWDLQDPRXQWRIPRQH\SHUPRQWK¶109 Charles Lamb, 
wartime shipyard worker, recalled with some pride buying his first wallet and being able to 
save £25 in it over a year during the war.110 
While manual workers on essential war work saw their wages rise substantially, 
non-manual, professional and other middle class occupations fared worse. Most middle 
class employees were not paid directly by results, did not earn bonuses nor work as much 
overtime. One survey found that office and administrative staff salaries had risen by ten 
per cent whereas manual worNHUV¶ZDJHVKDGLQFUHDVHGE\seventy one per cent between 
1939 and 1942.111 Moreover, Dudley Seers notes that while working class real net incomes 
had risen by over nine per cent, middle class ones fell by over seven per cent.112 There 
were large differences within middle class incomes, with professionals, clerks and 
foremen, according to Guy Routh, being particularly badly hit (comparatively).113 In this 
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respect, the wartime economic value of reserved working class men markedly exceeded 
that of middle class men. Higher earnings came at a cost, however, as Jack Jones, a 
Transport and General Workers Union official in wartime Coventry, argued: 
They were working long hours of work. Working under great pressure. We 
used piecework extensively. In many cases it was six, seven days a week 
of work. I suppose it could be argued that they were doing well financially 
out of it, because it was piecework in the main, where I was. The incentive 
was the more you did, the more you earned. I would say workers got tired 
towards the war, physically tired, because of the demands of that sort of 
working. But there was no feeling that it would have been better in the 
Forces, or alternatively that people were shirking going in the Forces. 
Young men who were eligible went in, and those who were required to 
work in the factories, and it was a question of were required, it was 
essential work in the factories, had to work hard, and long hours. But it 
ZDVQ¶WH[DFWO\DJLIWQRWWRJRLQWKH)RUFHV114 
-RQHV¶QDUUDWive provides an insight into the way that enhanced wage packets linked to high 
productivity in wartime enabled breadwinner masculinity to be bolstered among reserved 
men. He refers to the heavy demands that wartime work placed upon the body and by 
assertinJ WKDW PHQ ZHUH QRW UHJDUGHG DV µVKLUNLQJ¶ E\ UHPDLQLQJ RQ WKH KRPH IURQW KH
denies the emasculating potential of civilian status. The fact that he feels he has to rebut 
the accusation of shirking in his narrative simultaneously illustrates the power of the 
cultural circuit. Coined by Graham Dawson, this term refers to the feedback loop between 
personal accounts and public discourses.115 As referred to in chapter two, workers 
µVKLUNLQJ¶ LQ ZDUWLPH LV DSRZHUIXOPRWLI LQSRVW-war public discourse across a range of 
cultural products, including television and film.  
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Validating masculinity: skill, strength and expertise 
Civilian masculinity was also validated by reference to skill, experience, physical prowess 
and technical and scientific expertise. These were attributes that were much in demand by 
the war economy and this in turn enhanced the economic and social value of such men. 
Strong, skilled and experienced workers were required to endure the rigours of long 
working hours and the pressures of war production in the mines, ironworks and shipyards. 
While unemployment and under-employment in the 1930s had reduced the demand for 
hard physical graft, war work enabled muscles to be honed and workers to again be able to 
extract maximum capital out of their physical strength and capacities to lift, push, dig, 
hammer and sweat. Craftsmanship was also again in demand, with apprenticeships 
operating as the traditional rite of passage through which many young men became adults 
and entered a world of more secure employment and more regular and higher wages with a 
µWUDGH¶WKHVWDWXVRIZKLFKZDVQRZHQKDQFHGDQGHQGRUVHGE\WKHVWDWHE\EHLQJclassified 
DV µreserved¶. Male and female trainees, known as dilutees, also required experienced 
workers to train them and this drew many older, retired male workers back in to the 
workplace. Bevin Boy Ron Deeley recalled: 
 A lot of the old men came back. These men must have been sixty or 
seventy. But these men looked after us. We can only be grateful because 
they saved us many times from stupid things we might be doing in the 
PLQH,¶PDOZD\VJUDWHIXOWRWKHVHROGPHQWKHPLQHUVZKR¶GFRPHEDFN
in to the pits to help the war effort.116  
The war also brought demands for technical skills and for supervision, management and 
leadership, with upward promotion common from semi-skilled and skilled positions to 
those of chargehand, foreman, superintendant and, in some cases, manager. In becoming a 
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µOHDGLQJ KDQG¶ ZLWK PRUH GLVFUHWLRQ UHVSRQVLELOLW\ DQG DXWRQRP\ RQ WKH MRE SHUKDSV
supervising women and fellow male workers, masculine status was enhanced. For young 
men the attainment of skilled status, and hence full manhood, could be accelerated. Adult 
male dilutee electricians, for example, could truncate the traditional five-year 
apprenticeship, advance to exempt status and attain DµVNLOOHGFDUG¶DIWHUMXVWDIHZPRQWKV
of training. They could then earn similar wage rates as skilled men. Nineteen-year-old 
apprentice electrician Frank Chapple, for example, made a formal complaint and, together 
ZLWKRWKHUDSSUHQWLFHVZDVXSJUDGHG7KLVDOVRFDXVHGUXFWLRQV+LVIRUHPDQµQHDUO\KDG
an apoplectic fit when I presented my employment card ± DVNLOOHGPDQDQGQRW\HW¶117 
In these ways working men found both traditional and alternative routes to maintain and 
bolster their manliness, which in part at least negated the countervailing pressures 
associated with not being in uniform. In traditional heavy industries, such as coal mining 
and ship-building for example, the proportion of the labour force that was skilled hardly 
changed through wartime.118 In exceptional cases, some skilled crafts, such as the 
boilermakers, flatly refused to allow dilution throughout the war. Masculine pride was also 
HYLGHQWLQWKHFUDIWVPDQVKLSDQGWKHVFDOHRIPHQ¶VZRUNDVIRUH[DPSOHLQVKLSEXLOGLQJ
,Q 9LFWRU 3ULWFKHWW¶V VWXG\ of wartime shipyards, one worker is quoted as saying, 
µVKLSEXLOGLQJLVDPDQ¶VMRE<RX¶UHRQHRIWKRXVDQGVZKRDUHPDNLQJVRPHWKLQJELJ¶119 
Beneath a photograph of masses of men leaving a Glasgow shipyard Pritchett inserted a 
FDSWLRQµWKH\VZDUPWKHVWUHHWVWKH\RZQWKHFLW\¶Skill also denoted higher earnings, as 
mechanical engineer RogHU 0DMRU UHFDOOHG µ,I \RX ZHUH D JRRG ZRUNHU DQG \RX ZHUH
KLJKO\VNLOOHG\RXPDGHDORWRIPRQH\¶120 
Experience and skill mattered. Middle aged and older male skilled workers would 
EHSURPRWHGPRUHUDSLGO\WRVXSHUYLVRU\DQGµVWDII¶UROHVDV*HRUJHDean, an apprentice 
engineering worker in the A.V. Roes aircraft factory, explained: µ7KH VHWWHUV WKDW ZHUH
191 
 
doing it were men, anything from forty upwards you know, to sixty five, they got 
IRUHPDQ¶VMREVDQGFKDUJHKDQGV\RXVHHDOOWKDWVRUWRIVWDIIZRUN¶121 William Ryder, a 
thirty-year-old semi-skilled worker at the Woolwich Arsenal, for example found himself 
promoted to chargehand and supervising middle class male dilutees.122 Men might be 
promoted to positions of authority because of their age, rather than based on their ability. 
Mass Observation reported: 
One of the jokes current in industry is the story of the man of 41 who 
registered and was asked what he wanted to do in munitions. He said he 
would like to start as a labourer. The Ministry of Labour interviewer 
UHSOLHGµ$VDODERXUHU"1RIHDU<RX¶OOVWDUWDVDIRUHPDQDQGZRUN\RXU
ZD\GRZQ¶123 
This quip about an older man being parachuted into the workplace to act as a supervisor 
rather than a labourer plays on the fact that even in wartime male gender and age conferred 
status, irrespective of lack of training and experience. This was a complex process however 
and the war undoubtedly witnessed deskilling as well as upskilling, degradation in male 
status as well as upgrading. There were victims of wartime changes in production and 
labour management as well as beneficiaries. In the American context, Stephen Meyer has 
argued that the combination of Taylorism, Fordism and technological change in flow 
production methods was inherently emasculating because they threatened skilled labour: 
µWKHLUZRUNEHFDPHXQPDQO\¶124 Such methods spread more slowly in Britain before the 
war, largely being confined to cars, electrical consumer goods (such as hoovers and 
radios), artificial fibres, plastics and chemical manufacture, as there was less of a skill 
shortage than the States. In Britain, as noted, there was much upgrading and upskilling that 
went hand-in-hand with job fragmentation during wartime. While deskilling in wartime 
was evident in munitions, aircraft manufacture, vehicles and light engineering jobs where 
192 
 
assembly line flow production was most developed, it was relatively insignificant in the 
traditional heavy industries. Welding in the shipyards (replacing the process of riveting) 
provides perhaps the only significant example of deskilling, which was exacerbated by 
female dilution. The imperatives of wartime production, however, could lead to training 
being subverted and emphasis being put on routine operations and short, repetitive work-
cycle times. Ronald Wakeman moved in wartime from Shorts aircraft manufacturing in 
Rochester, Kent to a job making gun carriages in Bowaters munitions factory in Northfleet, 
Kent. When asked if he liked the work he responded, µ,GLGQ¶WOLNHLWDWDOO . . . LW¶VWRRPXFK
like mass production. There was no craftsmanship in it, it was just a matter of assembling 
LW 7KLV ZDV WKH VRUW RI ZRUN ,¶G GRQH DV DQ DSSUHQWLFH¶125 Similarly, a Clydeside 
shipbuilding draughtsman recalled being denied autonomy and discretion during wartime 
ZKHQ'HQQ\¶VFRQYHUWHGIURPSURGXFLQJSDGGOHVWHDPHUVWRZDUVKLSVDVWKHGHVLJQSODQV
were all drawn up externally by the Royal Corps of Naval Constructors at the Admiralty.126  
 In practice, the application of Fordist flow production and Taylorite rationalised 
µVFLHQWLILF PDQDJHPHQW¶ PHWKRGV WKDW ZHUH FRUURVLYH WR VNLOOHG FUDIW PDVFXOLQLW\ ZHUH
limited in Britain in the 1940s. This was a result of managerial complacency and 
conservatism and in part a reflection of stronger trade unions. Moreover, product markets 
were very different for Britain compared to America. Britain retained a larger niche in 
bespoke, tailor-made products requiring high levels of skill, such as ships and locomotives. 
The Bedaux managerial system through which Taylorism was popularised in Britain in the 
1920s and 1930s was only taken up by some 250 or so large firms and was discredited in 
wartime through the association of Bedaux with Nazism.127 More typically, our interview 
cohort was upwardly mobile in wartime, rather than deskilled. Some respondents 
expressed a deep sense of pride and achievement in being able to apply their skills, 
experience and physical capacities to useful war work. This was very evident in the 
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WHVWLPRQLHVRI VKLS\DUG ZRUNHUV&KDUOHV /DPE IRU H[DPSOH FRPPHQWHG µ7KH\QHHGHG
shipbuilders . . . Anybody I suppose could fire a rifle but there wasnae everybody that 
FRXOGZRUNLQDVKLS\DUG¶128 Similarly, shipbuilding worker Alexander Davidson recalled: 
We used to find shortcuts sometimes to do the work and get it done. We 
took pride in our work, you know. And it had to be good. I mean, you 
FRXOGQ¶WEHVORYHQO\DERXWVRPHWKLQJWKDWPHQ¶VOLYHVGHSHQGHGRQ7KH\
had to drive the boat and get it there and in the face of the enemy and if the 
ERDWEURNHGRZQEHIRUHLWJRWWKHUHWKH\¶GEHWDNHQSULVRQHUV\RXNQRZ
LIWKH\ZHUHQ¶WVKot at, you know.129 
'HVSLWHWDNLQJµVKRUWFXWV¶LQRUGHUWRFRPSOHWHWKHZRUNORDGDFFRUGLQJWRWDUJHW'DYLGVRQ
UHFRJQLVHG WKDW WKHQHFHVVLW\ IRUTXDQWLW\ FRXOGQRWEHDW WKH H[SHQVHRITXDOLW\ µ0HQ¶V
OLYHVGHSHQGHG¶RQWKHVNLOORIWKHVKLSEXLOGHUV 
 The war also provided a lot of opportunities for reserved workers to combine 
conceptualising work with execution, rather than having the thinking removed from the 
task at hand, which was a key element of Taylorism. There was encouragement, for 
example, for new production ideas and improvements through redesigning jobs. In 
engineering especially, wartime meant constant changes in designs, types of orders, 
production runs and technologies. This called for reorganisation of work practices and 
renegotiations of wage rates, which increased the power of workers and their trade union 
representatives on the shop floor in order to make the changes quickly and efficiently. 
Apprentice plater Thomas Cantwell described how he successfully improved a plate metal 
job by welding on support bars thus earning the accolades of work colleagues and 
recognition from management: 
 >7@KH ODGVZHUH FRPLQ¶ WRPHDQG VD\LQ¶ µWKDW¶V WKHEHVW RQH WKDW¶V HYHU
EHHQGRQHKHUH¶>Laughter] But hey I grew another two inches! [Laughter] 
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And anyway VR WKHPDQDJHUPXVW¶YHVHHQ WKDW DVZHOO \RXNQRZDQG ,
got a list of jobs after that.130 
Cantwell was evidently proud of his invention and the praise he received, joking that he 
had grown in stature. John Hiscutt reflected with a touch of arrogance that his craft was at 
WKH WRS RI WKH SLOH LQ HQJLQHHULQJ UHFDOOLQJ µ7RRO PDNLQJ LV FRQVLGHUHG WKH FUHDP RI
HQJLQHHULQJDQG,FDQGRLWEXWQRWPDQ\RWKHUSHRSOHFDQ¶131  Mark Benney commented in 
KLV ILFWLRQDOLVHG DFFRXQW RI µWRROLQJ XS¶ D ERPEHU IDFWRU\ µWKH Zork had nothing of 
PRQRWRQ\LQLWLWZDVGHHSO\GHHSO\VDWLVI\LQJ¶132 The last paragraph of the novel sees 
the workmen gathered outside to witness the first completed machine fly over the factory: 
 We watched till it was long out of sight, then looked at each other, 
unashamed of the pride shining through our eyes. After all we had built it . 
. . and it was a beautiful and powerful thing. Weapon for weapon, we felt 
the skilled slaves of our enemies had nothing so good to show.133 
For draughtsmen the work could be as much art as labour: 
 It was a very skilled job . . . One of the things as far as draughtsmen are 
FRQFHUQHG LW LVQ¶W MXVW WKH WHFKQLFDOSDUWRI WKH MRE ,W¶V WKH OD\RXWRI WKH
GUDZLQJ WKHTXDOLW\RI\RXUSULQWLQJDQGLW¶VDZRUNRIDUW'UDXJhtsmen 
look upon their work as [a] work of art. So having been to the Ipswich 
6FKRRORI$UWIRUILIWHHQPRQWKVRUVR\RXLW¶VVRPHWKLQJLQVLGH\RX<RX
wanna make a good job of a drawing.134 
,QDVLPLODUYHLQ-RKQ$OOHQVSRNHSDVVLRQDWHO\DERXWWKHµDUW¶RI shipbuilding: 
 >6@KRSNHHSHUV RWKHU WUDGHVPHQ RIILFH ZRUNHUV WKH\ KDGQ¶W D FOXH ZKDW
the shipyard was all about . . . [T]hey find it amazing what you were able 
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ships together, the bow ship, the propellers, everything like that. How you 
could walk the beams. That was an art itself.135  
In these reserved PHQ¶V accounts which describe both manual and non-manual jobs as 
µDUW¶ZHJHWDVHQVHRIWKHPHDQLQJRIZDUWLPHZRUNDQGWKHFUHDWLYity and importance of 
male identities. 
 In similar ways, masculinity was nurtured and sustained in the wartime coal mines 
where despite desperate labour shortages only men were employed in all underground 
operations. In wartime, as in peacetime, coalminers¶ PDVFXOLQLW\ ZDV IRUJHG WKURXJK
working in a tough, dangerous environment and through applying acquired skills, 
NQRZOHGJH DQG H[SHULHQFH WR WKH SURFHVV RI ZLQQLQJ WKH FRDO µ%LJ KHZHUV¶ ZKR FRXOG
sustain their energy through a long work day and get the most out of thin seams or tricky 
geological conditions were revered within the community. William Ramage recalled how 
he had worked a particularly difficult seam: 
I did that for a long time. I was good at it too. That thirty feet was, took a 
ELW R¶ VKLIWLQJ 7KHUH ZHUH VRPH R¶ WKH ODGV WKDW RXW E\ WKH\ ZRQGHUHG
why basically we were making more money than them, you know. One or 
WZRR¶WKHPWULHGLWRKWKH\ZHUHlost. You needed the strength, the skill, 
the know-how. For instance, when you fired your shots, four feet deep, 
\RXKDGDPRXQWDLQR¶FRDOWRVKLIWEHIRUH\RXFRXOGJHWDZHXVHGVWHHO
bars, corrugated steel, seven and a half feet long . . . We did it ourselves. 
:HGLGQ¶WVKRXWIRUDKDQGEHFDXVHWKHUHZDVQRERG\WKHUHWRJLYH\RXD
hand. It was tough, but it was very rewarding in the fact that we knew we 
were good at what we could do.136 
5DPDJH¶V VHQVH RI SULGH LQ WKH MRE KLV LQGHSHQGHQFH DQG FRQILGHQFH Ln his masculine 
prowess as a producer is evident here. His narration of extracting thirty feet of coal ends 
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ZLWK WKH FRPPHQW µWKLUW\ IHHW HK ,W VHSDUDWHG WKH PHQ IURP WKH ER\V /RWV R¶ SHRSOH
FRXOGQ¶WGRLW%XW,ZDVRQHR¶WKHFKRVHQIHZWKDWFRXOGGR LW>/DXJKWHU@¶$FRPSHWLWLYH
environment co-existed with camaraderie within male working class culture. Men strove to 
SURGXFHPRUHWKDQRQHDQRWKHUWREHWKHµWRSGRJ¶137 The war provided an environment 
conducive to the expression of such values. Nor were the dominant cultural and economic 
forms of masculinity necessarily mutually exclusive in wartime. William Ramage is an 
H[DPSOHRIVRPHRQHZKRHPEUDFHGERWKWUDGLWLRQDOµKDUGPDQ¶QRWLRQVRIPDVFXOLQLW\DQG
hegemonic military masculinity, expressing a persistent desire to enlist, eventually 
µHVFDSLQJ¶WKHSLWVLQWRWKHDUP\ 
 
µ:RPHQIORRGHGLQ¶reserved men, female labour and dilution  
The notion of women surging into and dominating war work is a pervasive one within both 
popular culture and historiographical treatments of the home front. The very presence of 
women in the spaces that men once occupied is often regarded as inherently emasculating. 
There is some truth in this interpretation: women were called up according to age and 
marital status and did penetrate significantly into the wartime workplace. At the peak in 
1943 they constituted thirty nine per cent of the total labour force compared to twenty six 
per cent in 1938. In the engineering sector the proportion of women employed grew from 
ten per cent in 1939 to thirty four per cent in 1943; in transport from five per cent in 1939 
to twenty per cent in 1943; in metal manufacturing from seventeen per cent in 1939 to 
forty six per cent in 1943.138 However, the populist notion of a tsunami of women flooding 
into, and dominating, the wartime workplace by replacing men, thereby challenging male 
identities and undermining masculinity, needs to be seriously qualified.  
 Between two and three times as many men (10.7 million in 1943) were working on 
the home front compared to men in the armed forces (4.3 million), while 2.2 million 
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additional women, most of whom were married, were recruited into the wartime civilian 
labour force, up from 4.6m in 1938 to peak at 6.8m in 1943.139 While there were more 
women and fewer men (around 2.5m less men by the end of the war) in wartime industry 
than pre-war, what is significant is that men still represented the majority of wartime 
workers (sixty one per cent), around half of whom were reserved.  
Labour market segregation by gender was challenged by wartime circumstances, 
but nevertheless it did persist, both in terms of horizontal and vertical segregation.140 There 
continued to be large swathes of work, including coal mining, iron and steel works, the 
railways, docks, heavy engineering, construction and shipbuilding, which remained almost 
WRWDOO\ PRQRSROLVHG E\ PHQ DQG ZKLFK FRQWLQXHG WR EH UHJDUGHG DV µPHQ¶V ZRUN¶ ,Q
Builders (1942), one of the few wartime propaganda films devoted exclusively to reserved 
workers, there are no women on screen.141 Ewart Rayner recalled that the tool room where 
KHZRUNHGDW6KRUWV$HURLQ5RFKHVWHUUHPDLQHGDOOPHQEXWWKHµPDFKLQHVKRS¶QH[WGRRU
was mixed, with a large influx of women.142 In lighter manufacturing, the entry of women 
proceeded more rapidly although even here most skilled and supervisory jobs remained 
dominated by men and female apprenticeships were virtually unknown. There also 
FRQWLQXHGWREHDGDQJHURXVZRUNµWDERR¶ZKLFKH[FOXGHGZRPHQIURPWKHPRVWKD]DUGRXV
and chronically unhealthy and dirty jobs which were culturally deemed to be only suitable 
for men. This was legitimised by protective patriarchal legislation, such as the 1842 Act 
which banned women from employment underground, and regulations from the 1890s, for 
example preventing women from working in the white lead industry amidst fears about the 
QHJDWLYH LPSDFW RI WKH ZRUN RQ ZRPHQ¶V UHSURGXFWLYH FDSDFLW\ :hen women were 
exposed to danger and ill-health, for example in explosives factories, emphasis was placed 
on protecting their bodies and on providing rest breaks, while men were deemed capable of 
looking after themselves. Agnes McLean, the leader of the equal pay strike at Rolls Royce, 
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Hillington near Glasgow in 1943, recalled that young male workers did not have to go on 
courses whereas women did and that ZRPHQZHUHQRWDOORZHGWRVHWWKHPDFKLQHVµWKHUH
was unskilled men and others, and we were the others, and we were below even the 
XQVNLOOHG¶143   
How then did reserved men recall and represent women workers in their 
retrospective personal accounts? Some did not refer to female workers in their narratives 
and had to be asked directly about female colleagues. Charles Lamb, an apprentice 
shipwright in wartime, for example, apologised for his omission: 
 Oh well, the women, the women welders. Oh sorry aye, women, girls 
come in and they were, put through a course, or fast course, and they were 
good. They were very good. Aye . . . Just as well you mentioned that dear. 
Aye I was forgetting about the, the girls, aye, they were mixed in with the 
men.144 
Others mentioned women spontaneously, such as Geoffrey Cooper who recalled how 
IHPDOHZRUNHUVZHUHµDFFHSWHG¶DQGµUHVSHFWHG¶at RAF Farnborough where he was based 
during the war and noted that there were a number of female VFLHQWLVWV µVRPH RI WKHP
IDLUO\KLJKUDQN¶145 RXUDOEODFNVPLWK$OH[DQGHU5DPDJHµDGPLUHG¶WKHµ/DQG*LUOV¶ZKR
µPXFNHG LQ¶ QRWLQJ µWhey were a real FRQWULEXWLRQ¶146 Fred Millican recalled that in 
Vickers Arms works in Newcastle women were integrated during wartime quite smoothly: 
µI never noticed any sort of animosity or anything like that, no. I think they were 
appreciated, what they were doing, and as I say some of them did quite heavy work, you 
NQRZPHQZKDW\RXZRXOG WUDGLWLRQDOO\ VD\³PHQ¶V ZRUN´ \HV¶147 These more gender 
tolerant representations were in part a reflection of shifting gender roles since the war and 
the absorption by older men interviewed in the twenty-first century of greater respect for 
women borne out of changing roles over the past fifty years.   
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 This was evident in Derek Sims¶ narrative. He had joined the RAF in 1942 and 
later visited on leave the aircraft factory where he had previously worked: 
 7KHUH ZHUHQ¶W WKDW PDQ\ >ZRPHQ@ ZKHQ , ZDV WKHUH EXW ZKHQ , YLVLWHG
that aircraft factory when I was in the Air Force . . . oh the place was 
absolutely running alive with ladies. They were doing everything, you 
know [Laughter]. About the only thing the men were doing was making 
the tea! [Laughter] 
 Interviewer: Were they well accepted by the men in the factory? 
Derek Sims: Oh yes, yes they were, because they were very, very good 
engineers. They had been trained by the men of course . . . Some of them 
in the Design Department of course had been to college. It was about the 
time when I think ladies were starting to feel their feet, you know, and 
VD\LQJ \RX NQRZ µZH¶UH SDUW RI WKLV¶ \RX NQRZ µZH FDQ GR ZKDW KH¶V
GRLQJ¶ZKLFKZDVIDLUHQRXJKWKH\FRXOG148 
6LPV¶JHQHUDOO\SRVLWLYHDQGHIIXVLYHFRPPHQWDU\DERXWWKHUHFHSWLRQRIZRPen in his old 
ZRUNSODFHZDVTXDOLILHGE\WKHSRLQWWKDWµWKH\KDGEHHQWUDLQHGE\the men RIFRXUVH¶ In 
a similar vein, Roger Major waxed lyrical on how efficient the new female workers were in 
the engineering factory he worked in, telling a long anecdote DERXW D µEULOOLDQW¶ IHPDOH
FUDQH RSHUDWRU 6WULNLQJO\ KRZHYHU KH REVHUYHG WKDW µthe older men resented them 
>ZRPHQZRUNHUV@\HDK:RXOGQ¶WVKRZWKHPDQ\WKLQJ7KH\WKRXJKW³RKWKH\¶UHWDNLQJ
P\MRERIIXV´D\HWKDWZDV,PHDQLWZDVWKHDWWLWXGH¶149  
Major recognised that age influenced attitudes towards women at work. Among our 
cohort of interviewees, who were young men during the war, there appears to have been a 
more liberal attitude towards the influx of women into the workplace. Certainly there is 
little overt discrimination expressed in our interviews. Some recalled the excitement of 
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having more young women around to talk to and the opportunities that created for romance 
and sex, as we explore in chapter six. Younger men had less capital invested in work 
experience and skills and perhaps felt less threatened than older craftsmen who were 
concerned to protect wage differentials and control the flooding of labour markets with 
what they perceived to be an unskilled and cheap reserve army of labour. These older 
workers would have been more socialised into traditional values that defined a married 
ZRPDQ¶V UROH DV KRPHmaker and mother and the man¶V as breadwinner. Many of these 
older men would also have had bitter memories of the 1930s when their labour was 
deemed surplus to requirements and this partly conditioned their defensive response. These 
men were more set in their ways and more likely to begrudge change and perceive women 
dilutees as a threat. John Thomas Murphy, aged fifty when the war started, noted in his 
wartime autobiography that the entry of women to his railway engineering factory was 
µFXUVHGE\PRVWPHQ¶DQGWKDWµJHQHUDOO\WKHPHQZHUHUHOXFWDQWWRJLYHDQ\WKLQJDZD\¶150  
This must have been recognised as a common occurrence as the documentary film They 
Keep the Wheels Turning (1942) shows the displeasure of a garage foreman at being 
allocated female dilutees, his initial scepticism changing to admiration as he acknowledges 
their capabilities. Men on the shop floor had similar reservations that were overcome by 
IHPDOHFROOHDJXHV¶FRPSHWHQFH7KRPDV&DQWZHOOIRUH[DPSOHUHFDOOHGµ$QG,UHPHPEHU
these girls coming in, and I wDVVD\LQ¶WKLV³ZRPHQZHOGHUV"´[Laughter] you know. And 
then when they came in, some of them, they were quite good. And all they had was two 
ZHHNV WUDLQLQ¶ DQG RQWR WKH VKRS IORRU WR ZHOG¶151 Cantwell, who aged nineteen had a 
relationship with one of the ZHOGHUV LWHUDWHG µ$QG VKH ZDV D JRRG ZHOGHU >/DXJKWHU@¶ 
6LPLODUO\ UDLOZD\PDQ 5RQ 6SHGGLQJ UHFDOOHG LQ KLV SXEOLVKHG PHPRLU µ$W ILUVW WKH
women were considered a source of amusement and thought incapable of doing the rough 
and heavy work expected of tKHP%XW WKH\SURYHG WKHLUFULWLFVZURQJ¶152 Women were 
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HPSOR\HG µLQ WKH KHDW QRLVH DQG GLUW RI WKH IRUJH DQG WKH 6PLWKV¶ VKRS 6RPH HYHQ
operated heavy drop-hammers ± a job considered rough and undesirable by any 
VWDQGDUG¶153 
While acknowledging the significant role of wartime women workers, strikingly a 
substantial cluster of male reserved workers defined the contribution of women in a 
dismissive way, implying lesser capacities when it came to paid work. This was also a way 
of GLVFXUVLYHO\ DIILUPLQJ PDVFXOLQLW\ 7KLV PLUURUHG 6XPPHUILHOG¶V IHPDOH ZDU ZRUNers 
ZKR GRZQSOD\HG WKH UROH RI PHQ HUDVLQJ WKHP IURP WKHLU PHPRULHV ,Q PHQ¶V
recollections, women, who performed a supplementary role, were trained and supported by 
men. Some men made revealing assumptions about management being opposed to the 
entry of female labour and women not wanting to work but being forced to do so. Frank 
+DUYH\IRUH[DPSOHDPDFKLQHWRRORSHUDWRULQ0DQFKHVWHUUHFDOOHGWKLVZDVEHFDXVHµLW
ZDV PHQ¶V MREV UHDOO\¶154 In his autobiography Oxford tinsmith Arthur Exell recalled: 
µ7KHVHJLUOVZHUHQ¶WTXLWHXS WR LW DQG WKH\ZHUHDELW IHGXS . . . kicking against it and 
staying away from work. They were giving the management a lot of trouble for not trying 
with their work and taking lots of time off . . . Absenteeism amongst the women was really 
WHUULEOH¶155 Wartime engineering turner John Thomas Murphy noted of women dilutees, 
µVRPH RI FRXUVH ZHUH GXPE DQG VORZ¶156 Harry McGregor represented the apprentice 
strikes in 1941 as a reaction to women earning more, which he clearly regarded as 
XQGHVHUYLQJDQGDVOLJKWRQKLV\RXWKIXOPDVFXOLQLW\:RPHQKHUHFRXQWHGZHUHµpushing 
EDUURZV IURP RQH VKRS WR DQRWKHU DQG WKH\ ZHUH JHWWLQJ IRXU SRXQG D ZHHN DQG ZH¶UH
getting an apprenticeship and practically nothing, and WKDW¶VZK\ZHZHQWRQVWULNH:e 
ZHUHRXWIRUVL[ZHHNV¶157 
 There was a tendency among reserved men to represent women as being of less 
value, less capable and dependent upon men in the workplace. It was men that set up their 
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PDFKLQHVDQGVXSHUYLVHGWKHPDQGZRPHQZHUHUHSUHVHQWHGDVµEHORQJLQJ¶WRPHQDOPRVW
as iIWKH\ZHUHWKHLUSURSHUW\*HRUJH'HDQUHFDOOHGµWKHIRUHPDQKDGVDLG³,¶YHJRW\RXU
new girl here, George, this is so-and-so.´¶158 The process of dilution was one that 
invariably saw women brought in at the lowest level, on unskilled, poorly paid work. Jim 
Lister recalled that in the railways where he worked men were promoted upwards to do the 
most skilled and the heaviest, and consequently best paid, work: 
 Every fitter had a labourer . . . his mate. But what they done after that, they 
put women on the labouring to the fitter. And these fellers was used for 
other jobs, such as a mate of mine up in Edinburgh, he was in a signal box 
. . . They started to learn women in the signal bo[HVDQGZKHQWKH\¶GGRQH
that . . . he was [transferred] on [to] the shunting.159 &RV\RXFRXOGQ¶WDVN
women to do shunting with the big poles and the hooks and what have 
you.160 
Shunting was one of the most dangerous jobs in railway yards, with a very high accident 
rate. It was not deemed suitable for women because of the physical nature of the work and 
a protective ethos governed this type of labour. Lister provides an insight into the process 
WKDWHQVXUHGVXFKZRUNZDVQRWDOORFDWHGWRZRPHQZKRKHLPSOLHVZHUHOHVVµDEOH¶,QD
similar narrative, -RKQ 2¶+DOORUDQ D ZDUWLPH FOHUN in Napiers Engines and Motors in 
/RQGRQ UHFDOOHGZRPHQ µWHHPLQJ¶ LQ WKHRIILFHVEXWQRWRQ WKHVKRS floor, commenting 
µZRUNLQJODUJHPDFKLQHWRROVGLGQ¶WVHHPWREHWKHLUIRUWH¶161  
 Mark Benney, a wartime dilutee retrained as a skilled reserved tool room 
engineering worker, depicts women workers in his wartime novel Over to Bombers in a 
similarly dismissive vein; they were resented by the men largely as a nuisance and a 
distraction. While one character, Vera Stone, is strong, respected and very capable, she is 
regarded as the exception to the rule. The vast majority of women recruited to the work are 
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GLVSDUDJHG DV LQGLIIHUHQW µGRFLOH¶ ERUHG µOD]\ DQG VWXSLG¶ µIUDLO WHPSHUDPHQWDO
LUUHVSRQVLEOH¶ZLWKDSRRUZRUNHWKLFDQGKLJKDEVHQWHHUDWH7KH\DUHdepicted as more 
interested in their appearance than their output, spending an inordinate amount of time in 
front of the toilet mirrors.162 They were deployed on simple, unskilled work because they 
were deemed incapable of anything more complex, made the men¶VWHDDQGUDQHUUDQGVIRU
WKHPDQGZHUHH[FOXGHGIURPWKHUHVSRQVLEOHDQGWKHµGLUW\ZRUN¶163 Moreover, women 
ZHUHEODPHGIRUPRVWRIWKHPLVWDNHV¶VQDJV¶SLFNHGXSDWWKHLQVSHFWLRQVWDJH0RVWRI
WKH ZRUNLQJ PHQ RI %HQQH\¶V fictional bomber factory, particularly the older male 
craftsmen, did not want to work with the women, were hostile to them and only reluctantly 
trained them.164 %HQQH\¶VFHQWUDOFKDUDFWHULVV\PSDWKHWLF\HWFRPPHQWV 
 The women were another problem altogether. Industry as we know it is a 
man-made world. There is no place within its framework where women 
can function fully and at their ease. But equally it is difficult to imagine 
any industrial framework in which women as we know them could 
function satisfactorily . . . Women in our factory ± with a very few 
exceptions ± behaved with an exaggerated degree of femininity.165 
There was, then, a marked tendency to diminish the contribution made by women 
in the wartime workplace by reserved men in both fiction and reality. Richard Fitzpatrick, 
an unskilled Glasgow chemical factory worker, noted: 
7KH\ >IHPDOH ZRUNHUV@ ZHUH PRVWO\ RXW LQ WKH \DUG \¶NQRZ GRLQJ RGGV
and ends, but never in the furnace shop or the crystal house or the store. 
They were mainly in different jobs out in the yard, very few women . . . 
2QFHWKHZDUILQLVKHGWKHZRPHQDOOGLVDSSHDUHG\¶NQRZEDUWKHZKHUH
you made your breakfast, the women worked in there.166 
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Fitzpatrick WULYLDOLVHV WKHFRQWULEXWLRQVPDGHE\ZRPHQE\QRWLQJWKH\ZHUHµGRLQJRGGV
DQGHQGV¶DQGperforming gendered roles in the canteen, providing to the needs of men and 
thereby enabling men to perform their vital work. Semi-skilled worker William Ryder 
described the women he came into contact with during the war in Woolwich Arsenal, 
London: 
Ah only they were more or less cleaners. They used to keep the gangways 
clean and that sort of thing. It was hardly the hardest job in the world . . . 
They were a nuisance . . . Well you could never find them when you 
wanted them [Laughter] . . . You had to keep your eye on them. Like I say 
I never had much dealings with them. I used to just order the gear for them 
and leave them to it. I had my work cut out . . . 
 Interviewer: What other jobs did they do besides this sweeping? 
William Ryder: There was some what they called diluting mechanics. 
Fitters. They used to do a bit of fitting. Fitting the mechanism of guns. 
They were classed as dilutee fitters. That was a sort of semi-skilled fitter. 
 Interviewer: How did they perform on that job? 
William Ryder: Well I never had a lot of dealings with them because it 
was all little stuff they were fiddling about with. I never had any dealings 
with them. 
 Interviewer: You mean small scale work? 
William Ryder: Yes, little bits and pieces. I was more or less dealing with 
hundreds of tons.167 
5\GHU SURYLGHV D µURXJK PDVFXOLQLW\¶ LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ 7KH FRQFHSW RI µURXJK PDVFXOLQLW\¶
has been used to define the culture and behaviour of male working class manual labourers, 
semi-skilled workers (such as car assembly line workers) and those involved in heavy, 
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GDQJHURXVZRUNVXFKDVPLQLQJDQGFRQVWUXFWLRQ7KLV LV LQFRQWUDVW WRWKHµUHVSHFWDEOH
PDVFXOLQLW\¶RIQRQ-manual office workers, professionals, management and craft artisans 
ZKHUH FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ µSHQ-SXVKLQJ¶ Dnd technical mastery prevailed and where the 
culture stigmatised married women working.168 Ryder highlights the importance and 
superiority of men at work and the lesser roles of women. The women employed on 
XQGHPDQGLQJ FOHDQLQJ WDVNV ZKR RIWHQ DEVFRQGHG ZHUH D µQXLVDQFH¶ DQG QHHGHG WR EH
under continual supervision, and WKH IHPDOHGLOXWHHVZKRZHUHPHUHO\ µJRRGHQRXJK¶ WR
µILGGOH¶DERXWRQWKHHDV\OLJKWZRUNZHUHno WKUHDWWR5\GHU¶Vmasculinity. Their presence 
was acknowledged, but they were dismissed as inferior and regarded as being of little 
importance.  
Working class men positioned themselves, therefore, in relation to women. As the 
work of Penny Summerfield has shown, women invariably entered the labour market on 
subordinate terms, usually as unskilled dilutees, temporarily replacing men.169 It was 
common for men to be promoted and women to be deployed to undertake routine unskilled 
and semi-skilled roles, sometimes with work being reorganised and split up. This 
fragmentation and deskilling of tasks further enhanced the masculine status of men 
remaining on the original intact work, whose earnings and prestige in the workplace could 
be augmented by the presence of women. Higonnet and +LJRQQHW¶VFRQFHSWRIWKHµGRXEOH
KHOL[¶ LV DSSOLFDEOH KHUH170 With its two intertwined and equidistant strands, the helix 
illustrates the progress and regress that women experienced both during and in the 
aftermath of the two world wars, as well as the conVLVWHQF\RIZRPHQ¶VVXERUGLQDWLRQWR
men. In peacetime, the home in which women predominated was subordinate to the 
masculine arena of work upon which more prestige was conferred. With the mobilisation 
of women in wartime into roles that had previously been undertaken by men, women 
acquired a new status. This resulted in the feminine strand of the helix ascending. 
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3URPSWHG E\ WKHLU QHZ FRPEDWDQW UROH PHQ¶V VWDWXV URVH FRQFXUUHQWO\ OHDGLQJ WR WKH
masculine thread also moving forward. The helix illustrates WKDWZRPHQ¶VLQFUHDVHGVWDWXV
in wartime did not challenge the gender hierarchy as the relative positioning between the 
sexes in terms of prestige remained intact. The concept of the double helix can be applied 
to a purely civilian context as well. Women might have assumed new roles in the 
workplace, but given their limited training, fragmentation of tasks, deskilling, lower pay 
and the recognised temporary nature of their participation in the labour force, women 
remained subordinate to civilian men who continued to be employed, often having 
undertaken lengthy apprenticeships, in jobs which were not broken down into component 
parts but were retained in their complex entirety, enjoyed higher pay and who would 
continue in these roles after the war. As long as reserved men could feel that women were 
still subordinate to them and that the change was a temporary wartime emergency measure 
then masculinities remained intact, relatively unscathed.  
The continuities in the wartime sexual division of labour and gender identities are 
often underestimated. While there were significant challenges and transgressions, 
masculinity largely survived wartime pressures partly because there were clear limits to 
ZKDW ZRPHQ ZHUH DOORZHG WR GR WKHLU µHQFURDFKPHQW¶ ZDV WLPH-barred, contingent and 
defined. Mass Observation reported:  
In the factories . . . no doubt there are women in key positions; they are 
blanketed by masses of men . . . The atmosphere is rather that the women 
are helping the men and temporarily taking over for the men to do 
something more important. The atmosphere is strictly masculine still . . . 
[E]verywhere the machinery, the control, the arrangement, the psychology 
of leadership and incentive is determined by men.171 
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:KHUHZRPHQGLGµHQFURDFK¶ in the workplace, reserved men could salvage their pride by 
recognising that the situation was temporary, as it had been a generation before. As 
*ODVJRZ GUDXJKWVPDQ :LOOLH 'HZDU SXW LW µWKH ZKROH VWRU\ ZDV WKDW RQFH WKH ZDU ZDV
over the girls would be made redundant and the men would get their jobs back, so that was 
DJUHHG¶172 This patriarchal exclusionary strategy was strongly supported by the male-
dominated trade union movement, which played a key part in the wartime rebuilding of 
traditional breadwinner masculinity.  
Working class men consciously positioned themselves in relation to other men, as 
well as women. There were evident frictions in wartime dilution, involving men. In 
firefighting, for example, the formation of the Auxiliary Fire Service created enormous 
tensions and was opposed by some regular fire chiefs, such as in Birmingham. When asked 
about why there werHµPXWXDOUHVHQWPHQWV¶EHWZHHQregular firemen and dilutees, Edward 
Ashill recalled: 
 [A]s far as the auxiliary fire service were concerned, many of the 
auxiliaries were getting ranks which were superior to that of the regular 
firemen and therefore there was this great resentment on the part of the 
regular that they were, as it were, being bypassed in favour of people in the 
AFS who obtained ranks in the Auxiliary Fire Service and latterly of 
course in the National Fire Service.173 
Kenneth Holland, a ILUHPDQ LQ ZDUWLPH 2OGKDP UHIOHFWHG µ,¶P DIUDLG WKHUH ZDV D YLHZ
among regular firemen throughout the country that the auxiliary fireman was a lesser 
PRUWDO¶174 Similar tensions around dilution existed within the coal mines when the Bevin 
Boy scheme was established in December 1943. In some cases where the miners were paid 
bonuses these were not shared with the conscripts who were not deemed as deserving as 
WKHµUHDOPHQ¶ZKRFXWWKHFRDO175 Reluctant draftees to the pits had to prove themselves as 
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men in a highly dangerous workplace where safety was reliant upon the actions of others. 
Hierarchies of male labour prevailed and the position of reserved men was complicated by 
wartime dilution and the bringing in of quickly trained outsiders for the duration.  
To some extent, these conflicts were about defending masculinity in that they 
defined work that was manly and hence was deserving of bonus payments and promotion. 
Masculinity, then, was not only classified in relation to women workers in wartime but was 
also labelled by reference to fellow male employees who were considered less manly. This 
was most evident across the manual/non-manual divide. Rough masculinity, for example 
of the shipyard rivetLQJ µEODFN VTXDGV¶ ORRNHG GRZQ XSRQ RIILFH ZRUNHUV DV HIIHPLQDWH
and craftsmen as aloof and privileged. John Allan, an unskilled Clyde shipyard worker 
employed as a MREEHUDQG WKHQDSODWHUV¶KHOSHU callHG WKHVH µWKHJHQWOHPHQ¶V WUDGHV¶176 
7KH\ ZHUH FRQVLGHUHG D µFXVK\ QXPEHU¶ ZLWK PRUH VHFXULW\ DQG EHWWHU ZRUN FRQGLWLRQV
compared for example to working out in the open in all weathers on a building site or in a 
shipyard. Railwayman Ron Spedding stated that µVLJQLQJ FKLWV VZHHSLQJ IORRUV PDNLQJ
tea, running errands and worst of all being dressed complete with collar and tie was not my 
LGHD RI HQJLQHHULQJ ZDJRQ EXLOGLQJ RU PDQ¶V ZRUN¶177 Middle class draftees and 
volunteers into the mines were regarded as lesser men, not to be trusted and recognised as 
less capable until they could prove themselves. Roy Deeley UHFDOOHGµany hard work some 
of them would sort of take it off you because we were a bit softer than they were. They 
ZHUH TXLWH WRXJK¶178 Deeley, who had volunteered for the pits, recalled a black-faced 
miner refusing to let him court his daughter because he was not man enough and being the 
EXWWRIVRPHULEELQJIRUKLVSROLWLFVµWKH\ called me Tory boy because of my standing up 
for Churchill and everything. ³Roy Roy the Tory Boy.´¶179 While masculinity was 
recouped and affirmed in accounts of the inferiority of women workers, it could, then, be 
defined in relation also to dilutee men. William Ryder, who as we have seen had been 
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disparaging of women workers, also expressed his hegemonic working class breadwinner 
masculinity by positioning himself in relation to what he regarded as weaker and more 
effeminate middle class male dilutees: 
 Well why I think they made me chargehand was maybe the men we had were 
directed in there, they were older than me and they were men that were like, there 
was a fishmonger, a man had a salad stall, men that were in business and not used 
to hard work, not used to heavy work because these slings that we used to pick guns 
up with were sizeable . . . 
Interviewer: But you said these people were directed to work in the arsenal. Was it 
like conscription? 
William Ryder: I suppose it was a kind of conscription. But I think some of them 
QLSSHGLQWKHUHDELWVKDUSWRDYRLGJHWWLQJFDOOHGXSLQWRWKHIRUFHV,¶PQRWJRLQJ
to say they did but in the main they were older than me. 
,QWHUYLHZHU $QG \RX VDLG WKH\ ZHUHQ¶W XVHG WR PXVFXODU ZRUN VR KRZ GLG WKH\
perform? 
 William Ryder: Well we had to knock them in to shape.180 
Doing hard physical labour and supervising middle class men as well as ordering material 
for female dilutees and having them perform some of the least skilled mundane servicing 
roles like cleaning positioned this interviewee nearer the top of the work hierarchy and 
affirmed his masculinity. He considered himself important because only he knew how to 
do the role and was promoted to a position where he supervised and trained the dilutees.  
5\GHU¶V VWRU\ RI µOHVVHU PHQ¶ HQWHULQJ WKH GRPDLQ RI WKRVH DFFXVWRPHG WR KDUG
manual labour in wartime is mirrored in other accounts. London carpenter Max Cohen, for 
example, recalled wartime dilution of labour in the building trade with the influx of 
µKDPPHUDQGVDZ¶PHQDWWHPSWLQJLQKLVYLHZWRµE\SDVVPLOLWDU\VHUYLFH¶&RKHQFOHDUO\
210 
 
UHJDUGHGWKHVHPDOHGLOXWHHVZLWKFRQWHPSWGHVFULELQJWKHPDV µLQFRPSHWHQW¶µLJQRUDQW¶
DQGµDQHFRQRPLFOLDELOLW\¶181 Cohen also noted the tension in wartime between working 
class craftsmen and a University undergraduate on a building site who was derided for his 
µVXSHULRU DLU¶ ODFN RI SURSHU FUDIWVPHQ¶V WRROV OLPLWHG NQRZOHGJH DQG SRRU ZRUN HWKLF
DQG ZDV DFFXVHG RI µPRQWKV RI DLPOHVV LGOLQJ¶182 There was a conscious attempt to 
distance legitimate reserved workers from interlopers considered to be trying to find a safe 
KDYHQ ,QFRDOPLQLQJ%HUW&RRPEHVH[SUHVVHGDVLPLODUGLVGDLQIRUµWKHPRGHUQFXOWRI
WKH FOHDQ FORWKHV DQG FOHDQ KDQGV MRE¶ DUJXLQJ WKDW µLQ ZDU RQFH DJDLQ WKH YDOXH RI WKe 
PDQXDOZRUNHUVKDV VXGGHQO\EHHQGLVFRYHUHG¶0LQLQJ&RRPEHVDVVHUWHG µQHHGV JUHDW
VNLOODQGWHVWV WKHHQHUJ\RIUHDOPHQ¶183 -DFN$VKOH\DOVRGHVFULEHGWKHµWZRZRUOGV¶RI
office and manual workers in the copper factory he worked in and where he was a shop 
VWHZDUGGXULQJZDUWLPHµ7KHRIILFHVWDIIZRUHFOHDQVXLWVFROODUVDQGWLHVDQGWKHZRPHQ
QHDW GUHVVHV ZKHUHDV ZH DOO ZRUH GLUW\ RYHUDOOV 7KH\ FDPH LQ DW QLQH R¶FORFN LQ WKH
morning whilst we clocked in at seven-thirty. They were given sick-leave pay; we were 
not.¶184 Such divisions in experience were linked to manly attributes, suggesting a widely-
KHOGYLHZDPRQJVWZRUNLQJFODVVPDOH\RXWKVDQGDGXOWPHQWKDWµSHQ-SXVKLQJ¶MREVZHUH
effeminate. Michael Roper has argued, in one of the most comprehensive empirical studies 
of masculinity in the British workplace, that British work culture associated physical and 
dirty manual labour with manliness. He cites a post-ZDUPDQDJHUµ,I\RXZHUHQ¶WUXQQLQJ
around hitting bits of iron with hammers and wielding a spanner you weren¶W DPDQ¶185 
Reserved men in manual trades positioned themselves hierarchically above effeminate 
middle class pen-pushers, older men brought back in to help, young apprentices who 
lacked the experience and skill as well as female dilutees. 
 
Squaring up to management: masculinity, trade unions and strikes 
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For working class men, standing up for your rights in work, including facing up to the 
bosses and bullying foremen, had always been an important marker of masculinity, 
signalling toughness, independence and autonomy. Liverpool docker Frank Deegan 
recalled one of the leaders of the protest against wage cuts at the naval base in Invergordon 
LQµ,WKRXJKWKHUH¶VDUHDOPDQSUHSDUHGWRILJKWHYHQWKHVWDWHIRUDGHFHQWZDJH.¶186 
Similarly, Scottish coalminer DQG XQLRQ RIILFLDO $OHF 0LOOV FRPPHQWHG µ,I \RX ZHUH D
ZHDN PDQ \RX ZRXOG KDYH GLG ZKDW WKH ERVV VDLG¶187 Having conviction and being 
assertive made a man. Jack Jones, a Transport and General WRUNHUV¶Union (henceforth 
TGWU) official, FRPPHQWHG RQ KLV DGPLUDWLRQ IRU PHQ WKDW µEUHDWKHG GHILDQFH¶ UDWKHU
WKDQEH µVXEVHUYLHQW DQGFRPSOLDQW¶; he had great respect for Clement Attlee and Ernest 
Bevin.188 Sonya Rose has noted that the Chamberlain government was associated with 
effeminacy, failing to stand up to Hitler, and the Coalition government with Labour 
representation, headed by Churchill, ZLWK µILJKWLQJ PDQKRRG¶189 This is nowhere more 
apparent than in the David Low cartoon of May 1940 depicting the Cabinet, fronted by 
Churchill and Bevin, striding forward and rolling up their sleeves to get on with the job.190  
 The maintenance of some autonomy, control and dignity at work was central to 
male work culture, whether a lesser skilled labourer or a skilled tradesman. Talking about 
his father who ZDVDIRXQGU\ZRUNHULQ)DONLUNDQGµYHU\UHG¶7RP0\OHVUHFDOOHGµGod 
KHOS WKH ERVV WKDW FDPH DQG LQWHUIHUHG ZLWK KLV ZRUN¶191 Collective organisation was a 
SRZHUIXO WRRO WRPDLQWDLQGLJQLW\DWZRUNDQGH[WHQGZRUNHUV¶ULJKWV +LVWRULFDOO\ WUDGH
unions were capable of enabling breadwinner masculinity by negotiating higher wage rates 
and by NHHSLQJ ZRPHQ RXW RI VNLOOHG MREV DV &\QWKLD &RFNEXUQ¶V VWXG\ RI WKH SULQWLQJ
WUDGH DQG 6LDQ 5H\QROGV¶ DFFRXQW RI 6FRWWLVK ERRNELQGHUV GHPRQVWUDWH192 Unions were 
strong proponents of the family wage and the ideal of the male breadwinner. Max Cohen 
noted how getting the union rate for the job in the building trade in the 1930s ZDV µD
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touchstone of the utmost significance . . . [T]he staggering information that you managed 
WRJHW³WKHUDWH´LQDZRUNVKRSRIOHVVHUSDLGPHQDURXVHGQRWPHUHO\DVWRQLVKPHQWDQGD
certain measure of awe, but, inevitably, envy.¶193 In this respect, collective organisation in 
ZDUWLPHEHLQJµSDUWRIWKHXQLRQ¶FULWLFDOO\EROVWHUHGZRUNLQJFODVV masculinity. Industrial 
action, including striking, could be directly associated with manliness, while non-unionists 
ZHUH GHQLJUDWHG DV HIIHPLQDWH µVFDEV¶ -DFN -RQHV UHFDOOHG LQ KLV DXWRELRJUDSK\ µDV
children we got to know what strikes were about and wKDW D WHUULEOH SHUVRQ D ³VFDE´
ZDV¶194  
 Wartime circumstances accelerated the revival in trade unionism. Union 
membership rose from a nadir in the Depression of less than 4.5m in 1933 (around twenty 
five per cent of the total labour force and thirty per cent of male labour) to 7.9m in 1945 
(thirty nine per cent of the total labour force and forty five per cent of male workers).195 By 
WKH ZDU¶V HQG RYHU HLJKW\ SHU FHQW RI PHQ LQ WKH NH\ LQGXVWULHV VXFK DV FRDO PLQLQJ
shipbuilding, heavy metals, railways and transport, were unionised. Moreover, after a sharp 
decline following the defeat of the General Strike in 1926, the number of strikes increased 
in wartime despite their illegality under Order 1305. 1944 was the highest year on record 
since the 1880s. Wartime strikes were characterised, however, by their short duration, with 
around ninety per cent lasting less than a week. Consequently, the number of working days 
lost remained relatively low, at around half the rate of the First World War, although this 
was still more than double the average of the 1930s.196 Aircraft factory worker Ronald 
Wakeman remembered just one strike where he worked and that lasted just forty five 
minutes before management relented and reinstated a wage bonus scheme.197 Shipyard 
worker Charles Lamb recalled several strikes and how sometimes just the threat of a strike 
achieved the desired aims: µ7he union fella weQWWRVHHWKHPDQDJHUDQGVDLG³LIWKHUH¶VQR
waterproofs down at the small harbour, or the harbour when we go in the next docking, 
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ZH¶UHZDONLQJRXW´6RWKHQH[WWLPH. . . they were there.¶198 Both anecdotes are suggestive 
of the shifting balance of power in the wartime workplace, which was in stark contrast to 
the 1930s.  
For relatively militant reserved workers such as the coal miners and shipyard 
workers, the memories of the defeats, humiliations and unilateral control of the employers 
during the Depression years critically influenced their behaviour during wartime, as did 
fears of a return to mass unemployment after the war.199 Employers and managers were 
widely distrusted by working class reserved men and wartime reports signalled that in 
places like Clydeside class antagonism was persistent and was as important as hatred of 
Hitler.200 The 1930s witnessed a wide range of managerial industrial relations strategies, 
but mass unemployment certainly empowered the bosses. In the early stages of the war 
reserved workers could face recalcitrant anti-union bosses determined to impose strict 
discipline in the workplace to ensure maximum productivity for the war effort. Activists 
like Jack Jones and Jack Ashley reported on the struggles of organising non-union 
workplaces against autocratic management in Widnes and Coventry while Mass 
2EVHUYDWLRQQRWHGWKHµWRXJKDQGDQWDJRQLVWLF¶DWWLWXGHRIQRUWKHUQVKLS\DUGVWRZDUGVWKHLU
workers.201 Men who left at 4pm instead of 5.30pm on Christmas Eve 1941 to go shopping 
were locked out, sacked, victimised throughout the region and machinery dismantled to 
ensure the factory did not work again.202 However, power relations shifted significantly as 
the war progressed. 
The war took trade unionism to many places it virtually had not touched before, 
such as Coventry, and to smaller firms that had previously been virulently anti-union.203 
The Amalgamated Engineering Union (henceforth AEU) rose from 334,000 members in 
1939 to 825,000 by 1945, while the numbers of shop stewards more than doubled in the 
engineering and metals sector.204 These transformations in industrial relations are well 
214 
 
covered in the literature.205 However, the gendered aspects of this story have been 
overlooked; a lacuna we seek to remedy.  
Trade unionism as a movement workeGWRSURWHFWDQGDGYDQFHZRUNHUV¶ULJKWVDQG
was not an exclusively male activity. Although women had been involved in a considerable 
amount of organisation and strike activity before 1939, the war significantly boosted 
female union membership, which reached 1.6 million in 1945, equating to around one in 
four female workers.206 Nonetheless, the trade union movement remained dominated by 
men in terms of its leadership and membership. With 6.1 million male members in 1945, it 
was the interests of men that took precedence.207 Policies reflected an acceptance, rather 
than a challenge, of the separate spheres ideology, such as the notion of the male 
breadwinner wage and statutory exclusion of women from some areas of employment, 
such as mining. There were few women delegates to either the Trades Union Congress 
(henceforth TUC) or Scottish TUC and only a handful in positions of power in trade 
unions above the shop floor. The vast majority of wartime strikes involved male workers, 
with around fifty per cent of all working days lost in the war through strikes of male coal 
miners alone.208 Other strike-prone wartime workers were the male shipbuilding workers, 
heavy engineering workers and dockers. Sylvia Walby has demonstrated how the majority 
of trade unions practised discriminatory policies against women and the craft unions 
predominately refused to allow female membership.209 The AEU finally relented in 1943 
and only then in the face of pressure from the general unions, including the TGWU who 
had recruited women dilutees in engineering. Craft unions like the AEU worked to control 
ZRPHQ¶V ZDJHV DQG SUHYHQW XQGHUFXWWLQJ RI WKH PDOH UDWH WKHUHE\ SURWHFWLQJ WKH FRUH
interests of male craftsmen. The British trade union movement continued at all levels to be 
dominated by men.  
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TheUHZDVDWHQVLRQEHWZHHQFODVVLQWHUHVWVDQGPDOHZRUNHUV¶ LQWHUHVWV LQXQLRQV
and industrial relations. To a large degree, male interests were dominant, as evidenced by 
lukewarm support for ideas such as equal pay, abolition of the marriage bar and equal 
DFFHVV WR DOO MREV6XH /HGZLWKKDVQRWHG WKDW µFXOWXUHVRI H[FOXVLRQDU\ PDVFXOLQLW\¶ DUH
deeply embedded in manual trade unions.210 The patriarchal strategy of the trade unions 
was evident in their insistence on the maintenance of the dangerous work taboo and on 
statutory protection for male workers rights in the Restoration of Pre-War Practices Act 
(1942). This mirrored the widespread view that women were only participating in the male 
world of paid work in a temporary and subordinate capacity. Referring to wages, wartime 
7*:8RIILFLDO-DFN-RQHVUHFDOOHGµ,KDYHWRDGPLWWKDWWKHUHZDVODWHQWDQGVRPHWLPHV
very open opposition from ZRUNLQJPHQWRZRPHQUHFHLYLQJKLJKHUUDWHV¶211 Even in the 
7*:8 D JHQHUDO XQLRQ PDUNHGO\ PRUH µSURJUHVVLYH¶ RQ JHQGHU LVVXHV WKDQ WKH VNLOOHG
FUDIWXQLRQVOLNHWKH$(8µWKHVWHZDUGVWRRNWKHOLQHRIOHDVWUHVLVWDQFHZKHQFRQIURQWHG
by the avarice of the PHQ¶:KHQKLVZLIH(YHO\QSXWWKHZRPHQ¶VFDVHLQIRUDIDLU
slice of gang piecework earnings in Coventry she was told by the trade union convenor 
/HQ%ULQGOH\WRµSLVVRII¶212 
 Wartime industrial relations were complex, although on balance the war 
empowered working men and facilitated the rebuilding of working class masculinities. The 
resurgence of trade unions was part of this. The state intervened to control both 
management and labour, with Bevin explicitly promoting a policy of trade-offs. Wartime 
restrictions on the movement of labour, under the Essential Work Order, and the banning 
of strikes, under Order 1305, were balanced by statutory improvement of working 
conditions and welfare, with, for example, canteens and improved on-the-job medical 
facilities, state-sponsored extension of trade union recognition and collective bargaining 
rights, removal of managerial power to victimise and the maintenance of wage levels. A 
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SLYRWDOHOHPHQWRIWKLVIRUEUHDGZLQQHUPDVFXOLQLW\ZDVWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIWKHµJuaranteed 
ZHHN¶ LQ DOO ZRUNSODFHV FRYHUHG E\ WKH (VVHQWLDO :RUN 2UGHU )RU UHVHUYHG PHQ WKLV
virtually wiped out casual employment, endemic during the 1930s, for example among 
dock workers. Bevin also directly intervened to raise the wages of some of the lowest paid 
reserved workers, including agricultural labourers. Encroachment into managerial 
decision-making terrain, for example regarding production decisions, rate-fixing and 
overtime, was common by the end of the war in key sectors employing large numbers of 
reserved men, like engineering and metals, as well as coal-mining. As Jack Jones noted: 
µ:KDWZHZHUHGRLQJZDVFKDOOHQJLQJWKHGLYLQHULJKWRIPDQDJHPHQWDQGWKH\GLGQ¶WOLNH
LW¶213 Bert Coombes noted that in the new wartime Pit Production CommitteeVµPDVWHUDQG
workmen are meeting at a new angle . . . >7@KLVQHZGLVFXVVLRQLVRQHRIPDQDJHPHQW¶214 
7KHNH\FKDQJHSHUKDSVZDVWKDWUHVHUYHGZRUNHUV¶ULJKW WRQHJRWLDWHZDVVXSSRUWHGE\
the state as a trade-off for union support on wartime production.215 In the last resort, unions 
took disputes to conciliation officers and on to arbitration and, in wartime, invariably won. 
In squaring up to management, reserved workers now had the state mostly, although not 
wholly, in their corner. As Geoff Field has shown, the extension of collective bargaining 
rights was a marked feature of the war: Joint Production Committees in workplaces 
HQFURDFKHGRQPDWWHUVWKDWKDGSUHYLRXVO\EHHQFRQVLGHUHGPDQDJHULDOµSUHURJDWLYH¶VXFK
as production, rate setting and overtime, while by the end of the war around eighty five per 
cent of the 17.5 million workforce, and virtually all reserved male workers, were covered 
by voluntary or statutory collective bargaining.216  
Wartime circumstances thus endowed power upon civilian workers as a group, 
while particularly empowering working class reserved men. For those wartime reserved 
workers old enough to have been of working age in the 1930s this could re-energise them 
with status and confidence that had been eroded by the experience of mass unemployment 
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in the Depression. This was expressed, for example, in the virtual disappearance of 
victimisation for strikers and curtailment of indiscriminate sackings by 1942. Both had 
been marked features of the 1930s. An immigrant engineering worker commented in 1942: 
µ,DPVXUSULVHG\RXKDYHVRPXFKIUHHGRPRYHUKHUH,IRQHRIWKHZRUNPHQZDQWVDGD\
RIIKHWDNHVLWDQGQRERG\FDQVWRSKLP¶217 Absenteeism and bad-timekeeping continued 
to occur through the later years of the war. In 1943-4 the TUC identified fatigue amongst 
war workers as a root cause of absenteeism and campaigned to get a reduction of 
compulsory Home Guard and firewatching duties.218 For blue collar workers, the revival of 
their trade unions and particularly the extension of collective bargaining to the shop floor 
in wartime, with the proliferation of shop stewards and the Joint Production Committees 
(henceforth JPCs) were other important ways in which working class masculinities were 
rebuilt after the ravages of the inter-war Depression. By the end of 1943 there were 4500 
JPCs operating across the engineering and allied sector alone, covering some 3.5 million 
workers.219 Shop stewards and representatives at the JPCs were overwhelmingly men, and 
they wielded considerable power and responsibility. Cultural disincentives to the 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQRIPDUULHGZRPHQDVZHOODVUHDOSUDFWLFDOFRQVWUDLQWVRIWKHµGRXEOHEXUGHQ¶
of work and domestic duties left little time for volunteering for union posts or attending 
meetings. The exceptions tended to be single and childless married women. 
 How then did reserved men recall the role of trade unions and their participation in 
collective organisation and strikes in their personal testimonies? There was a range of 
responses as we shall see, IURP µDFWLYLVW QDUUDWLYHV¶ IURP FRPPLWWHG XQLRQ PHQ DQG
officials through to the apathy and indifference of inactive members and non-unionists and 
the bitterness of actively anti-union men. However, what is striking amongst our cohort of 
fifty six interviewees is the collective amnesia on strikes during wartime. The relative 
silence is linked to the ways in which reserved men retrospectively reconstruct their 
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narratives in the early twenty-first century. To attain composure and emphasise their 
masculinity in the face of cultural censure, most respondents played down involvement in 
trade unions and strikes. The latter smacked of unpatriotic division and self-interest which 
MDUVLQQDUUDWLYHVIUDPHGDURXQGSHUVRQDOJUDIWDQGVDFULILFHDVLQGLYLGXDOV¶FRQWULEXWLRQWR
the war, aVZHOODVWKHSRSXODUP\WKRIZDUWLPHKDUPRQ\DQGHYHU\RQHµSXOOLQJWRJHWKHU¶
John Stephenson recalled being a member of the National Union of Railwaymen, but that 
WKHUHZHUHQRVWULNHVLQZDUWLPHZKLOH-LP/LVWHUFRPPHQWHGµ7KHUHZDVQ¶W WKHWURXEOH
because you were all pulling together . . . There was no confrontation. If they were wanting 
anything done, they give and take. They gave and took a lot more during the war than they 
ZRXOG GR DIWHU¶220 Another wartime railwayman, William McNaul, recalled when asked 
DERXW VWULNHV µ1R1RQRWKLQJ OLNH WKDW:DVQ¶WDOORZHG    1RQRQR\RXGDUHQ¶WGR
DQ\WKLQJOLNHWKDW¶221 This denial and marginalisation of strikes was repeated across other 
ZDULQGXVWULHV0XQLWLRQVZRUNHU:LOOLDP5\GHUUHFDOOHGµ,PHDQGXULQJWKHZDUGDUHQ¶W
GUHDPRIVWULNLQJ¶222 0DQFKHVWHUWRROPDNHU)UDQN+DUYH\UHFDOOHGµ7KHUHZDVQRVWULNHV
LQ WKHUH EHFDXVH ,¶P QRW WRR VXUH EXW , WKLQN WKHUH ZDV D ELW RI D ODZ DERXW \RX ZHUH
barred from striking actually you know, by the government, you know, but that never come 
LQWRLWEHFDXVHWKH\NQHZWKDWSHRSOHZHUHORVLQJWKHLUOLYHV¶223  
 What is perhaps most surprising is the virtual erasure of unions and strikes in the 
oral testimonies of men in the most well organised and strike prone wartime sectors, such 
as coal mining, shipbuilding and heavy engineering. Wartime Bevin Boy Warwick Taylor, 
commented: 
 ,FDQUHFDOOQRLQGXVWULDOGLVSXWHVZKDWVRHYHU<RX¶YHJRWWRUHDOLVHWKLVLVZDUWLPH
of course . . . There was no time for nonsense like industrial disputes. And of course 
it was work and pay . . . Everybody during wartime was absolutely keyed up and 
they put maximum effort in to everything right across the country.224 
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Sheffield mining wages clerk Philip Rogers could not recall if he had been a trade union 
PHPEHUDQGQRWHGLQDVLPLODUYHLQWR7D\ORUµ,GRQ¶WVHHPWRUHPHPEHUWKHUH being [a] 
strike, at that time. I think they [the miners] were too glad to have work and knowing the 
importance of it at wartime.¶225 Scottish Lothians coal miner William Ramage admitted 
WKHUH ZHUH µRFFDVLRQDO VWULNHV¶ TXLFNO\ TXDOLI\LQJ WKLV µ%XW LW QHYHU DIIHFWHG XV GRZQ
KHUH¶ $OH[DQGHU'DYLGVRQFRXOGRQO\ UHFDOO RQH VKLSEXLOGLQJXQLRQ GHVSLWH WKHUHEHLQJ
seventeen across the different trades in the shipyards: µ7KH\GLGQ¶WGRYHU\PXFKGXULQJ
WKH ZDU EHFDXVH \RX NQRZ WKHUH ZDV QR FDOO IRU LW UHDOO\¶226 Willie Dewar recalled an 
DSSUHQWLFHV¶VWULNHLQWKH1RUWK%ULWLVK/RFRPRWLYH:RUNVLQ*ODVJRZµZHDOOZHQWRXWRQ
strike . . . which was a daft thing to do during the ZDU\HDUV¶227 In response to the question 
µZHUH\RXLQDWUDGHXQLRQGXULQJWKHZDU"¶ sheet metal and forge worker Alfred Thomas 
UHPDUNHGµ>7@KHUHZDVQRVXFKWKLQJDVWUDGHXQLRQVGXULQJWKHZDU,ZDVDOZD\VDWUDGH
unionist, always a leftie, but during the war that GLGQ¶WDSSO\<RXZHUHMXVWOLNHWKH$UP\
\RX GLG \RXU MRE IXOO VWRS¶228 7KRPDV¶ DVVHUWLRQ WKDW PDOH ZRUNHUV ZHUH µMXVW OLNH WKH
DUP\¶UHSUHVHQWVDSRZHUIXOPRWLILQPHQ¶Vtestimonies, pervasive enough to misremember 
the activities of unions and strikes that contradicted a dominant wartime narrative of 
µJUDIW¶µVDFULILFH¶DQGµSXOOLQJWRJHWKHU¶IRUWKHZDUHIIRUW7KLVDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKZDUZDV
an important way that reserved men out of uniform bolstered their masculinity. Stephen 
Smith recalleG µVWULNHV ZHUH YLUWXDOO\ IRUELGGHQ . . . There were some strikes, like the, 
\RX¶OOILQGRXWLQ\RXUVWXGLHVWKH%HWWHVKDQJHUFRDOminers went on strike in Kent . . . By 
and large there were no strikes cos WKHIRUHPRVWWKLQJZDVWRGHIHDW+LWOHU¶229  
 The erasure of wartime unions and strikes in personal memory is also likely to be a 
product of the post-Thatcher assault on trade unions, the media barrage against strikes and 
overly-powerful unions and the sharp decline of union membership over the past thirty 
years, now at the lowest level since the 1930s. For more than three decades, post-1945 
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trade unions earned cultural legitimacy and became a respected part of the fabric of British 
society. Since the 1970s, their social and cultural standing has eroded, paralleled by a 
substantial decrease in trade union membership, collapsing from over fifty per cent of the 
workforce, down to twenty five or twenty six per cent by 2010-14.230 Several of our 
UHVSRQGHQWV H[SOLFLWO\ UHIHUUHG WR ZKDW WKH\ UHJDUGHG DV ODWHU µDEXVH¶ RI SRZHU E\ WKH
unions, or tarred them with being controlled by communists.231 When Charles Hill was 
DVNHGµ:DVWKHUHDWUDGHXQLRQ"¶KHUHVSRQGHG µYes, but they had nowhere near the power 
WKH\¶YH JRW WKHVH GD\V¶ +H recalled a wartime strike in Coventry where the men were 
prosecuted, but noted µ,¶YH DOZD\V IHOW VWULNLQJ ZDV D UDWKHU VWXSLG ZHDSRQ DQ\ZD\¶232 
0LQHU:LOOLDP5DPDJHRIIHUHG WKHYLHZ WKDW µWKH\ZHUHQDH OLNH WKHPLOLWDQWSHRSOH WKDW
DSSHDUHG ODWHU \RX NQRZ $UWKXU 6FDUJLOO DQG WKDW ORW¶233 London war worker Eddie 
Menday recalled that trade unions were more active after the war than during it. When 
asked about the occurrence of wartime strikes, he responded hesitantly: µNo, that was 
illegal. I mean, certainly, not in the engineering, I think there was, there was one or two 
strikes, in, in other industries up north I know of, that, uh, certainly, certainly not, uh, in 
RXU DUHD¶234 The fractured nature of his answer suggests a degree of discomfort and 
discomposure. Many interviewees clearly did not want to be associated with trade unions 
and strikes, which if admitted would have tarnished their narratives of selfless hard graft, 
patriotically doing their bit for the war effort. 
However, there were individuals who were capable of constructing their stories in 
different ways, rejecting or modifying dominant discourses. Amongst the exceptions to this 
collective amnesia are the wartime trade union officials, shop stewards and activists who 
usually framed their narratives in divergent ways, emphasising the pivotal role played by 
unions, the agency and resistance of workers in wartime and the persistence of class 
FRQIOLFW DV RSSRVHG WR µKDUPRQ\¶235 7KHVH µDFWLYLVW¶ WHVWLPRQLHV WHQGHG WR GXDOLVWLFDOO\
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portray employers as the villains and unions as the heroes, regarding the strike weapon, 
used in response to managerial exploitation, as fully justified even in wartime and 
necessary to win the war. There were old scores to settle and activist reserved workers 
often framed their narratives with reference to the context of exploitative autocratic 
management behaviour in the 1930s, the unequal sacrifice in wartime and the importance 
RISURWHFWLQJDQGH[WHQGLQJZRUNHUV¶ULJKWV 
Trade union officials were also reserved and the records of the Trades Union 
Congress indicate that it lobbied hard to represent the occupational interests of union 
officials and staff. There were fears, for example, that employer control over reservation 
gave management the power to get rid of union activists that they found troublesome as 
they could µOHW KLP GULIW LQWR WKH )RUFHV¶236 They also opposed rescindment of reserved 
VWDWXV DVSXQLVKPHQW IRU DEVHQWHHLVPDQG µPLVFRQGXFW¶ DQG IRXJKW DJDLQVW WKH UDLVLQJRI
the age of exemption for union officials from twenty five to thirty, then thirty five, on the 
JURXQGV WKLV ZRXOG µZUHFN WKH WUDGH XQLRQ PDFKLQH¶ After the switch to individual 
deferment the TUC continued to represent the interests of their reserved officials and staff 
at the Manpower Board, applying for deferment and lobbying the Minister of Labour.237 
Member unions were also circularised to advise them not to appoint new officials under the 
age of thirty five because of the risk of call-up.238 Some significant concessions were 
made, indicating the power of the TUC as a pressure group in wartime.239 In 1945, 
attention was switched to trying to get preferential release from the Forces of trade union 
and employer organisation officials to try to tackle what the TUC referred to as the 
µVWDIILQJ SUREOHP¶ ZLWKLQ WKH WUDGH XQLRQV240 Some trade unions were not immune to 
temptations to exploit the Schedule of Reserved Occupations. Walter Southgate, an exempt 
fifty-year-ROG FKLHI FOHUN WR WKH VKHHW PHWDO ZRUNHUV¶ XQLRQ, recalled being asked by the 
union General Secretary to step aside, on full pay, to enable a younger man to be promoted 
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to a reserved occupation in 1940,QGLJQDQWDQGSULQFLSOHG6RXWKJDWHUHIXVHGµIHOORXWRI
IDYRXU¶ZLWKWKHXQLRQKLHUDUFK\DQGDVDFRQVHTXHQFHµVXIIHUHGDQHUYRXVEUHDNGRZQDQG
walked out of the job.¶241  
$ FOXWFK RI PDOH ZRUNLQJ FODVV µDFWLYLVW¶ DXWRELRJUDSKLHV DQG RUDO WHVWLPRQLHV
provide an alternative discourse on reserved status, the role of trade unions and industrial 
action in wartime.242 Jack Jones in Coventry and Jack Ashley in Widnes played important 
roles rallying workers into unions in previously poorly organised workplaces.243 As a 
young nineteen-year-old, Jack Ashley had to overcome his initial reluctance to organise a 
strike as he had previously briefly served in the army before being medically discharged. 
In this respect, like William Ramage, Ashley perhaps encapsulated the competing and 
intersecting ideals of manhood circulating in wartime: the military and the industrial. He 
subsequently narrated trade unionism and strikes, as did Jones, not as unpatriotic and 
undermining the war effort, as much popular discourse such as the cartoon below 
suggested, but rather as a legitimate action against autocratic employers, intransigent 
IRUHPDQ DQG PDQDJHULDO µEXOO\LQJ¶ ZKLFK ZDV LQLPLFDO WR JRRG LQGXVWULDO relations and 
hence the successful prosecution of the war.244  
INSERT 
Figure 15: Leslie Gilbert Illingworth, Daily Express, 8 March 1944 
Workplace culture amongst reserved workers was notably radical in areas like 
Clydeside and Merseyside. Among clusters of union and labour activists, radical class 
consciousness was capable of trumping patriotism. As in the First World War, for some on 
the far left anti-war sentiment ran high, at least up until June 1941 when the Soviet Union 
entered the war. Scottish Communist MP for Fife Willie Gallacher recalled militant shop 
VWHZDUGVLQ*ODVJRZHDUO\LQWKHZDUJLYLQJ%HYLQµDKHOORIDWLPH¶ZKHQKHFDPHXSWR
VSHDNSXEOLFDOO\EHFDXVHWKH\SHUFHLYHG%HYLQ¶VZDUWLPHFRQWUROVRYHUODERXUPRELOLW\DQG
strikes as µSXW>WLQJ@WKHVFUHZVRQWKHPIDUPRUHURXJKO\WKDQRQWKHHPSOR\HUV.¶245 Bevin 
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was capable, albeit reluctantly and under pressure, of using draconian state powers, 
including prosecutions and the threat of call-up against striking reserved workers, for 
example against apprentices in 1940-41 and 1944, at Betteshanger Colliery in Kent in 1942 
and against ninety strikers at the North British Locomotive Company in Glasgow.246 
Indicative of the radical workplace culture in Scotland was that seventy one prosecutions 
of strikers under Order 1305 took place there, compared to only thirty eight in the whole of 
England and Wales.247 However, these were unusual interventions, only involving in total 
some 6300 strikers, and more often than not strikes were short and allowed to play 
themselves out without punitive legal action.  
Liverpool docker, communist and Spanish Civil War veteran, Frank Deegan 
constructed a narrative that revelled in his shirking of fire watching duties and railed 
DJDLQVWSURILWHHULQJE\ WKHERVVHV µ7KLs was a capitalist war and I had no real desire to 
fight.¶248 Similarly, Frank Chapple was a young reserved electrician in wartime Liverpool 
and London and a Communist Party member who initially abhorred the war. He recalled in 
KLV DXWRELRJUDSK\ KRZ µVWULNHV ZHUH RXU FRQWULEXWLRQ WR WKH ZDU HIIRUW¶ DQG UHFLWHG
involvement in several walkouts at Royal Ordnance Factory building sites in 1939 and 
QRWLQJµZHZHUHDUHDOEXQFKRIEORRG\-minded reds¶ In one case Chapple and co-
conspirators were sacked and the military were called in to march the strike committee off 
the premises. Some communists like Chapple actively sought ways to avoid call-up: 
,KDGQRZLVKWREHFDOOHGXSWRILJKWIRUDFDXVH,GLGQ¶WEHOLHYHLQVR,JRW
into the docks to work, which put me in an exempt industrial category. I 
worked for a firm of ship-repair electricians . . . 0RVWRI/RQGRQ¶VOHDGLQJ
Communists from the ETU [Electrical Trades Union] were in the docks, 
carefully exempt from war service, but there was a remarkable lack of 
eQWKXVLDVP IRU ZDU ZRUN :KHQHYHU \RX ZDONHG LQWR D VKLS¶V HQJLQH
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room, you stepped over people sleeping or playing cards. Patriotism was a 
bit of a joke.249 
Deegan¶V DQG&KDSSOH¶VWHVWLPRQies SURYLGHDPDUNHGFRQWUDVWWRWKHGRPLQDQWµJUDIWDQG
VDFULILFH¶ QDUUDWLYHV WKDW DUH GHYRLG RI SROLWLFV DQG HUDVH LQGXVWULDO FRQIOLFW WKDW were so 
prevalent amongst our interviewees and other accounts of the war. Significantly, however, 
Chapple and other communists identify a change in 1941 when Germany invaded the 
6RYLHW8QLRQ+H OHIW WKH<RXQJ&RPPXQLVW/HDJXH µVWDUWHG WRHQWKXVHIRU WKHZDUDQG
ZDQWHG WR JHW LQWR DFWLRQ¶ DQG ZDV FDOOHG XS WR WKH DUP\ LQ $SULO  )URP 
communists were amongst the most vociferous supporters of the wartime production drive 
and amongst the fiercest critics of strikes and any other action liable to disrupt production. 
Reserved tinsmith and communist Arthur Exell recalled: 
7KDW¶V DOO ZH HYHU WKRXJKW RI GR \RX VHH GXUing the war, was the war 
effort. We had to win . . . Some of us inside were trade unionists and Party 
members . . . :HGLGQ¶W WU\ WRGRGJHDQ\WKLQJ6RPHSHRSOH WKRXJKWZH
were mad, but we thought we were up against it. We had to win. So 
therefore we did everything we could for the sake of production.250  
Exell saw work as being associated closely with the war effort. In a clear expression of 
Stakhanovite masculinity, Exell and the Communist Party factory group went on to form a 
µVKRFNEULJDGH¶RIIHULQJWKHLU services to management, expressing a willingness to do any 
MREDVQHHGHGµDQ\SODFHDQGDWDQ\WLPH¶7KHSRVLWLRQRIUHVHUYHGPHQWRZDUGVWKHZDU
effort was thus affected by politics and by place, and subject to change as the war 
proceeded. 
 Jack Jones perhaps represents the more mainstream reserved trade union official 
from a Labour rather than a communist background: 
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I think the general feeling was that it was essential to win the war. I mean, 
to some extent, if people started to grumble, you could alwa\VVD\µ:HOO
JRLQWKH)RUFHV¶&RXOGQ¶W\RX",ZDVTXLWHZLOOLQJP\VHOIWRJRLQWKH
)RUFHV ,¶G EHHQ LQ WKH 7HUULWRULDO $UP\ ,¶G EHHQ XVHG WR ZHDSRQV ,¶d 
IRXJKWLQWKH6SDQLVK:DU\RXNQRZ6RLWZDVQ¶WDSUREOHPIRUPHRWKHU
than the fact that I was a union official and expected to get the maximum 
[production] for the war effort. So I understood that. I think we did more 
for the war in Coventry than many of the workers who went from 
Coventry into the Forces!251 
Jones was completely comfortable in his reserved role in wartime. He was a Labour 
councillor in Liverpool and TGWU shop steward before taking up a reserved full-time 
union official post as Coventry Organiser for the TGWU in 1939. He was a strong 
supporter of the war effort and had volunteered to join the army before being told by Bevin 
that he would be of better use as a reserved trade union official working in Coventry to 
build the TGWU and ensure maximum production for the war effort. There is no sense of 
emasculation through not being in uniform evident in his testimony. Rather, there is a clear 
sense of how the political and economic environment enabled working class masculinity to 
EHUHEXLOWLQWKHZRUNSODFHZLWKWKHXQLRQVUHLQYLJRUDWHGDVZRUNHUV¶DUPRXULQVTXDULQJ
up to management. Indeed, any sense of emasculation was not evident across a cluster of 
autobiographies of older wartime reserved workers consulted here who appear remarkably 
comfortable in their wartime roles. As Jones put it, µ3URGXFWLYLW\ZDVDFFHSWHGDVDPDMRU
responsibility of the trade unions. I saw the workforce as the soldiers at the rear, a major 
factor in winning the war against Fascism.¶252   
 
Conclusion 
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The war facilitated the reconstruction of traditional male breadwinner masculinity that had 
been so corroded in the 1930s by the vulnerability of labour markets, un(der)employment, 
low wages and the loss of power and dignity at work. This chapter has argued that 
masculinity was rebuilt in the wartime workplace, bolstered by full employment, long 
hours, large wage packets and the esteem that came with being a valued reserved worker 
that could face up to the greater pressures and dangers of the wartime productivity drive. 
5HVHUYHG PHQ¶V status as indispensable µVNLOOHG ZRUNHUV¶ DQG µH[SHULHQFHG ODERXUHUV¶
provided some compensation for not being combatants. While a sense of emasculation is 
clearly evident among half of our interviewees who positioned themselves in relation to the 
dominant military man, the lived day-to-day experience and material circumstances of 
UHVHUYHG ZRUN VLJQLILFDQWO\ DXJPHQWHG ZRUNHUV¶ VHQVH RI PDQOLQHVV ERWK HFRQRPLFDOO\
and socially. The hegemonic wartime discourse of masculinity that exalted the combatants 
co-existed in tandem with traditional breadwinner and µKDUGPDQ¶ notions of masculinity 
within working class communities. For reserved men, then, the objective circumstances of 
war were ultimately empowering and facilitated a rebuilding of breadwinner masculinity.  
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